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ABSTRACT 
To maintain and increase participation in a low-enrollment school music program, 
in this action research study, I investigated how a change in pedagogy might positively 
impact the attitudes of students toward music in school. Connecting students' musical 
preferences with the music they learn in school might afford them the opportunity to 
engage with and create music that is meaningful to them and might build their self-
esteem and confidence. 
The study involved 17 eighth-grade general music students from a private school 
in New England. Informal music learning and critical pedagogy provided the pedagogical 
and theoretical frameworks to foster meaningful musical experiences and fuel motivation 
to continue in school music. During the study, the students and teacher worked together 
to design and enact music lessons in keeping with the guiding theoretical frameworks. 
Data included, questionnaires, video recordings, student-peer interviews, and a researcher 
journal. Students responded positively to the activities of the study, which indicated that 
informal music learning and a critical pedagogy viewpoint could yield positive results in 
the music classroom. While the music department of the school studied has not adopted 
Vl 
the teaching model of this study and enrollment in the program continues to decline, 
many of the study participants have chosen to continue in the program, indicating the 
lasting impact of the educational approaches utilized in this study. 
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In schools across the United States, there is often a disconnect between the music 
that students experience in their personal lives and the music that teachers present to them 
in school. In many cases, the disparity between students' in-and out-of-school musical 
lives results in student disinterest in school music classes (Abrahams, 2005a; Allsup, 
2003; Bowman, 2004; Jones, 2008). Every day, students bring to school a rich musical 
life rooted in their family, peers, and community (Abrahams, 2005a; Boon, 2009; Green, 
2002; Jones, 2005). They listen to music on iPods, watch music videos, play in bands, 
sing in church choirs, and attend concerts. One might assume this extracurricular musical 
enjoyment would drive students to participate in their school music programs; however, 
in many instances, this is not the case. 
Jones (2008) found that fewer than 20% of the total student population-some 
claim it to be fewer than 1 0%-participates in elective school music programs. Many 
traditional activities of school music including singing folk songs, reading music, or 
being in a marching band, all of which are likely far removed from students' musical 
interests and activities outside of school (Cavicchi, 2002). Lostetter (2009) suggested that 
student disinterest relates to what teachers decide students should learn and what students 
need to learn. Similarly, Cape (2012) wrote that teachers consider what is meaningful/or 
students, rather than asking them what is meaningful to them. Abrahams, Abrahams, 
Rafaniello, Vodicka, and Wilson (2011), suggested that teachers are frequently unaware 
of the music collections, listening habits, and music-making experiences that students 
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have outside of school. As a result, many students in middle and high school decide not 
to continue their musical studies in school if it is not required (Green, 2002; Jones, 2005). 
At my own institution, middle school students reported that their music classes 
were boring, and as a result, students did not choose to continue in the music program 
once music options became elective in the high school. The goal of this action research 
investigation was to explore how a change in pedagogy might positively impact the 
attitudes of students toward music in school. Connecting students' musical preferences 
with the music they learn in school might afford them the opportunity to engage with and 
create music that is meaningful to them and might build their self-esteem and confidence. 
Theoretical Framework-Critical Pedagogy 
Critical pedagogy served as the theoretical framework for this study. As a post-
modem perspective, critical pedagogy frames the teaching and learning process as a 
conversation between students and their teacher while challenging traditional classroom 
power structures by acknowledging the wealth of information that students bring to 
school from their life experiences (Abrahams, 2006). Incorporating the interests and 
knowledge from students' lived experiences can serve as a bridge to new knowledge, and 
through this process, both the students and their teacher undergo a change in perception 
(Abrahams, 2006). The teacher and students gain a commitment to self-discovery, and in 
the end, the teaching and learning process transforms both (Freire, 1970, 1973; Giroux, 
2005; McLaren, 1998; Wink, 2010). McLaren (1998) explained that critical pedagogy 
encourages students and teachers to think about, negotiate, and transform "the 
relationship among classroom teaching, the production of knowledge, the institutional 
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structures of the school and material relationships of the wider community, society, and 
nation state" (p. 45). 
Paulo Freire (1970, 1973, 1998, 2005) developed critical pedagogy in Brazil in 
the mid-20th century with foundational concepts rooted in critical theory and the work of 
Karl Marx (Simon, 1994). Researchers have since applied critical pedagogy to specific 
academic disciplines including music education. Abrahams (2005a) proposed Critical 
Pedagogy for Music Education, which applies tenets of critical pedagogy including 
problem-posing, dialogue, praxis, reflection, and conscientization to the field of music 
education. It seeks to unite the music that students engage with outside of school with the 
music that teachers want them to learn in school. In order to do this, the Critical 
Pedagogy for Music Education model takes into account who the students are, where they 
are in their learning, who the teacher is, and how both the teacher and the student can 
evolve through the process of teaching and learning. When a teacher connects the music 
that students listen to outside the music classroom with the lessons he or she is teaching, 
there exists the potential to empower students and teachers and to encourage meaningful 
musical interactions both inside and outside of school (Abrahams, 2006). 
Abrahams (2007) defined several key principles for Critical Pedagogy for Music 
Education that guided the development of the current study: 
1. Music education is a conversation. Students and their teachers pose problems and 
solve problems together. In music classrooms, this means composing and 
improvising music in styles consistent with who the students are and the contexts 
in which they live. 
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2. Music education broadens the student's view of reality. The goal of music 
teaching and music learning is to effect a change in the way that both students and 
their teachers perceive the world. 
3. Music education is empowering. When students and their teacher "know that they 
know," one can claim that the phenomenon of conscientization has occurred. In 
this view music evokes critical action (Regelski, 2004) and critical feeling by 
engaging students in musical activities that are both significant and consistent 
with what musicians do when they are making music. 
4. Music education is transformative. Music learning takes place when both the 
teachers and the students .can acknowledge a change in perception. It is this 
change or transformation that teachers can assess. 
5. Music education is political. There are issues of power and control inside the 
music classroom, the school building, and the community. Those in power make 
decisions about what is taught, how often classes meet, how much money is 
allocated to each school subject or program, and so forth. Those who use critical 
pedagogy are able to transcend the constraints that those in power place on them. 
They do this in their classrooms by acknowledging that children come to class 
with knowledge from the outside world and, as such, that their knowledge needs 
to be honored and valued. (pp. 228-229) 
In designing this study, I sought out a theoretical framework through which I might 
engage students with the content of the music program at my school and encourage 
ongoing enrollment in the program. As I considered the potential outcomes of a critical 
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pedagogy view of music class, it became apparent that critical pedagogy would serve as 
an appropriate framework around which I could structure transformative activities during 
the action research. Thus, critical pedagogy guided my collaboration with students to 
create a music class environment that was enjoyable, engaging, and sustainable. 
Pedagogical Framework-Informal Music Learning 
Informal music learning, as applied in the current action research study, evolved 
from Green's (2002) concern that students in music classes in the United Kingdom were 
not engaged in a meaningful way with lesson content. These concerns mirrored my own 
at the outset ofthe current study. Green's conception of informal music learning came 
from research she conducted with popular musicians, during which she interviewed 
popular musicians from ages 15-51 and discussed their strategies for learning popular 
music. She found that those who were still actively making music in their adult years 
were musicians who did not learn music in school music programs. Instead, they learned 
on their own and with their friends in settings outside of school such as basements and 
garages. Principally, they copied records of arrangements from their favorite pop groups. 
For them, informal music learning was "active, voluntary, self-discovering, self-
determined, open-ended, non-threatening, enjoyable and explorative" (Mak, 2006, p. 4). 
Considering these findings, Green wondered if there might be applications for this 
informal learning model in schools. Her research resulted in five principles: 
1. Informal music learning starts with music, which the learners choose for 
themselves. Therefore, it tends to be music, which they already know and 
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understand, like, enjoy, and identify with. 
2. The main method of skill acquisition is copying the recordings by ear. 
3. Informal learning takes place alone as well as alongside friends through self-
directed learning, peer-directed learning and group learning. This involves the 
conscious and unconscious acquisition and exchange of skills and knowledge by 
listening, watching, imitating, and talking. 
4. Skills and knowledge in the informal realm, not surprisingly given the above, tend 
to be assimilated in haphazard, idiosyncratic and holistic ways, starting with 
'whole', 'real-world' pieces of music. 
5. Informal approaches usually involve a deep integration oflistening, performing, 
improvising and composing throughout the learning process, with an emphasis on 
personal creativity. (Green, 2008, p. 10) 
In developing a strategy for including informal music learning into formal 
schooling, Green (2008) made some compromises. As in all traditional school settings, 
teachers cannot leave students unsupervised to learn on their own. The nature of school 
itself is formal, and teachers have a political responsibility to take care of and lead their 
students. In this vein, the ideas and the strategies that teachers in Green's (2008) study 
executed were non-formal in that the teachers gave guidelines to the students, but the 
students were not instructed in a formal way. The role of the teacher in this process then 
"was to establish ground rules for behavior, set the task going at the start of each stage, 
then stand back and observe what the pupils were doing" (Green, 2008, p. 24). Only one 
phase of the study allowed for the teachers to respond to the needs and questions of the 
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students; students were mostly on their own. For purposes of the current study, the role of 
the teacher was to facilitate what Higgins (2012) defined as a balance between knowing 
when to lead and knowing when to step back and observe. In Green's (2008) study, she 
directed the teachers to purposely stand back and observe, even if the students needed 
help in a certain phase of the study. My intention was to negotiate the careful balance 
between leading and observing to best serve the students in the class so that they have a 
positive attitude toward music. 
The work of Green (2008) has received widespread attention in the United 
Kingdom, and it has expanded into the Musical Futures project (D' Amore, 2009). The 
students in Green's (2008) study were very enthusiastic about the experience and noted 
that they learned about group cooperation and how to arrange and put a song together. 
This study was influential in the design of my work with the eighth-grade students who 
participated in this study: goals of individual empowerment, problem-posing, and 
collaboration to solve those musical problems were consistent with my goals. Green's 
conception of informal music learning served the aims of this investigation in its 
consideration of the music of the students' outside world, which connected to the goals of 
Critical Pedagogy for Music Education. 
Research questions 
The following questions framed this study: 
1. To what extent do principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy, 
when applied to the teaching of general music to eighth-grade students, broaden 
student musical preferences and connect them with teacher directed goals? 
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2. To what extent do principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy, 
when applied to the teaching of general music to eighth-grade students, facilitate 
conscientization where students and their teacher feel empowered as musicians? 
3. To what extent do principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy, 
when applied to the teaching of general music to eighth-grade students, facilitate 
a change in perception regarding music in school for students and their teacher? 
Delimitations and Limitations of the Study 
The population of this action research study was delimited to an eighth-grade 
general music class at a private school in southern New England. The researcher, who 
served as the teacher of the class, was also department head for music at the school. The 
study was bounded (Stake, 1995) from 2009-2010. The researcher collected data during 
the spring of2010, then coded and analyzed the data from 2010 to 2012. 
Significance of the Study 
The impetus of this study was to examine students' attitudes toward music in 
school and to change pedagogical practices to remedy the dwindling participation in 
elective school music activities. It is essential that school music activities are significant 
and meaningful to the students if school administrators, members of the community, 
music teachers, and students are to value school music. In terms of critical pedagogy, that 
means that the school music program should add value to and enrich the engagements 
students have with music outside of school and throughout their adult lives. If successful, 
the practices of this study could help music teachers better meet the musical needs of 
their students and foster prolonged interest and participation in school music programs. 
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Organization of the Study 
The organization of this study comprises six chapters. Chapter one contains an 
introduction, a description of the theoretical framework, a description of the pedagogical 
framework, the research questions, the delimitations and limitations, the significance, and 
the organization of the study. Chapter two is a literature review that relates the subjects of 
critical pedagogy, critical pedagogy in music education, and informal music learning to 
the current study. Chapter three includes descriptions of the methodology and procedures 
for this study. Chapter four provides a context for the findings by presenting data from 
the enactment of the frameworks. Chapter five consists of a detailed presentation of the 
findings of the study and includes themes that emerged from the data. Lastly, chapter six 
offers conclusions of the study, recommendations for further research, and an epilogue. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
Review of the Literature 
This literature review surveys the work of researchers and music educators who 
have applied the strategies of informal music learning and critical pedagogy to their work 
with children in music classes. Green (2002, 2008) is the primary source, while research 
by others (Abrahams et al., 2011; Allsup, 2003; Bersh, 2011; D'Amore, 2009; Lostetter, 
2009) demonstrates applications of Green's work and connects salient ideas from 
informal music learning to the current study. Also included is literature on critical 
pedagogy as a theoretical framework (Freire, 1970; McLaren, 1998; Wallerstein, 1987; 
Weiner, 2007; Wink, 2004, 2010) and applications of critical pedagogy in the classroom 
(Kanpol, 1994; Peterson, 2003). Literature in which researchers applied Freirian 
principles to their music teaching (Abrahams, 2005a, 2005b, 2007; Leard & Lashua, 
2006; Loren, 2003; Schmidt, 2005) provides a context for the current study. The 
connections between informal music learning and critical pedagogy (Abrahams et al., 
2011; Rodriguez, 2009) also highlight the contributing ideas of constructivism 
(Vygotsky, 1978; Wink & Putney, 2002) and democracy in education (Allsup, 2003; 
Boon, 2009; Dewey, 1916) that influenced the current study. To maintain perspective, 
this review also acknowledges and discusses critics of informal music learning (Allsup, 
2008; Vakeva, 2009; Westerlund, 2006), critical pedagogy (Ellsworth, 1989; hooks, 
1994 ), and critical pedagogy in music education (Colwell, 2005). 
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Informal Music Learning 
Students may have formal or informal interactions at school with their teachers 
and with other students. Higgins (2012) used the word formal to refer to learning that 
takes place in schools and colleges, while informal refers to learning that happens without 
direct adult supervision. Within a school setting, informal describes experiences where 
the teacher plays a passive role and students complete an assigned task on their own 
(Green, 2008). For the present study, I remained in the classroom and facilitated students' 
abilities to work independently, to make autonomous musical decisions, and to be 
creative. My role was consistent with Higgins' (2012) description of a facilitator, since I 
had to find "a balance between (1) being prepared to lead and (2) being prepared and able 
to hold back, thus enabling the group or individuals to discover the journey of musical 
invention for themselves" (p. 148). The studies examined in this section all take place in 
a school setting, but had varying degrees of adult supervision and facilitation. 
Green's conception of informal music learning. Green's (2002, 2008) 
conception of informal music learning has been highly influential in music education 
research (Abrahams et al., 2011; Bersh, 2011; D'Amore, 2009; Lostetter, 2009). To 
examine informal music learning, Green (2002) interviewed 14 popular musicians, 
ranging in age from 15 to 50. There were 12 males and 2 females in the study. Choosing 
participants who were within a wide age range allowed Green to examine whether 
participants' informal learning practices changed over that time span (Green, 2002). 
Interviewees were either professional working musicians who earned their living playing, 
composing, or arranging popular music; semi-professional musicians who sometimes 
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earned money playing music; or younger musicians just about to start a band. In addition, 
participants attended school in England and the music that they played was "Anglo-
American guitar-based pop and rock music" (p. 9). 
In the interviews for the study, Green (2002) inquired about the school music 
background of younger musicians and the work experience of older musicians. The 
interview questions related to participant attitudes toward musical learning in school and 
outside of school; how they developed as musicians, how they learned their skills, what 
their feelings were towards learning popular music in school, and what experiences the 
teachers in the study had with popular music in school. The goal of the study was to 
assess whether any of the participants' routine informal practices could apply to the 
formal music classroom. Green found that the musicians in the study learned popular 
music by listening to and then copying musical recordings without intervention from a 
professional musician or a music teacher. Three types of listening emerged that Green 
contended were essential in copying a song: 
• "Purposive listening" is listening to a song with the purpose of either learning to 
play the song or arranging it for different harmonies. Purposive listening has a 
goal in mind. 
• "Attentive listening" is listening to a song in detail, but without any specific 
purpose. 
• "Distracted listening" is listening for entertainment or enjoyment and happens 
when the listener is aware that music is playing, but barely pays attention to it. 
Responses also indicated that the musicians often worked in pairs and groups, and they 
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learned from listening and watching each other. This was an important finding to 
consider for the current study because of the elements of collaboration and constructivism 
that I discuss later in this chapter. Green identified group cooperation, peer-directed 
learning, autonomy, leadership, and personal musical identity as the themes of the 
interview data. 
In a later study, Green (2008) applied previous findings in four different schools 
in London. The goal was to determine whether the use of informal popular music 
learning practices in the music classroom would address a range of musical skills that 
previous approaches to music education had not emphasized. Five principles of informal 
music learning from the Musical Futures (D' Amore, 2009) program guided the study: 
1. Learning music that students choose, like and identify with, as opposed to being 
introduced to music which is often new and unfamiliar, and chosen by a teacher. 
2. Learning by listening and copying recordings, as opposed to learning through 
notation or other written/verbal instructions. 
3. Learning alongside friends, instead of learning through instruction with 
continuous adult guidance. 
4. Assimilating skills and knowledge in personal ways according to musical 
preferences, starting with whole 'real world' pieces of music, as opposed to 
following a designated progression from simple to complex, involving specially-
composed music, a curriculum or a graded syllabus. 
5. Maintaining a close integration oflistening, performing, improvising and 
composing throughout the learning process as opposed to gradually specializing 
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and differentiating between listening, performing, improvising and composing 
skills. (p. 131) 
The architects of the Musical Futures program (D' Amore, 2009) stressed the importance 
of using at least two or more of these key principles. 
In the study (Green, 2008), the students decided the groups in which they would 
work and what song they would learn. The class size was between 8 and 10 students. 
There were seven stages to this process. 
Stage One: The heart of the project-dropping pupils into the deep end/ by asking 
them to emulate as closely as possible the real-life learning practices of young, 
beginner popular musicians. 
Stage Two: Modeling aural learning with popular music. 
Stage Three: The deep end revisited. 
Stage Four: Informal composing 
Stage Five: Modeling composing 
Stages Six and Seven: Informal learning with classical music. (Green, 2008, pp. 
25-27) 
Each stage lasted from three to six weeks. Classes met once a week for approximately 
one hour during the normal curriculum time. In the first phase of the study, students 
brought recordings of music they wished to copy to class, and they listened to the songs 
to decide on what song they would copy as a group. It was the students' responsibility to 
determine who would play which instrument and how they would work together to 
recreate the song. In the second phase of the study, Green provided students with a 15 
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riffs from a funk track played in isolation and in context. The students listened to, 
discussed, and attempted to play the riffs by copying what they heard on the recording. 
Phase three of the study replicated phase one, subtly incorporating the skills learned 
during phase two. In phase four, students composed, rehearsed, and performed their own 
music. Stage five involved peer and/or local community musicians introducing all student 
groups to a musical model of songwriting and the students continued working on their 
own songs. It was at this point in the experience that Green provided formal instructions 
to the students by establishing rules for behavior and outlining the procedure by which 
students would set goals and work independently, without the researcher or teachers, to 
complete their arrangements. As in my study, the teachers in Green's (2008) study were 
available during this phase of the research to answer questions students had as they 
proceeded to copy and complete their arrangements. In phase six, students worked 
together to copy music from recordings of five pieces of classical music that had 
appeared in television commercials. Independently, and without the teacher, groups 
listened to, discussed, arranged, and performed the music in their ensembles. In the last 
phase, the instructors provided students with classical pieces that were unfamiliar and the 
groups followed the same routine as stage six (Green, 2008). 
Green reported that the students felt a sense of accomplishment and pride that 
they were able to copy a recording, arrange it for their own group, and eventually 
perform it for their peers in class. Students had a positive attitude throughout the seven 
phases of the study (Green, 2008), which connected to the current study ' s goals of 
positive student engagement in school music. Goals of individual empowerment, posing 
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problems, and collaboration to solve musical problems influenced the design of my work 
with the eighth-grade students who participated in the current study. 
Applications, Variations, and Extensions of Informal Music Learning. The 
Musical Futures program (D' Amore, 2009) in England, which sought to connect the 
school, student, and community to the process of learning music, served as the driving 
force behind Green's (2008) research on informal music learning and school music. The 
design of Musical Futures was consistent with Green's desire to engage students ages 11-
18 in music learning that connected their " in-school and out-of-school interests and 
experiences" (D' Amore, 2009, p. 9). The objective was that music making in this 
program would contribute to students' overall social, educational, and personal 
development (D ' Amore, 2009). 
The program began by exploring the general concern of young people not 
engaging in school music (D' Amore, 2009), much in line with the concerns of the current 
study, and provided extensive examples of schools and programs that use the Musical 
Futures resource material. Many of the programs using Musical Futures at the time were 
extra-curricular. Bersh (20 11) referenced the Musical Futures curriculum (D 'Amore, 
2009) when describing the role of the teacher as 
being responsive to student actions and needs. After a task has been set for 
students, teachers stand back, observe students, and offer guidance and 
support based on what students have set out to achieve. Teacher help often 
takes the form of modeling. (p. 11) 
While Green (2002, 2008) studied children in general music classes, Lostetter 
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(2009) applied Green's principles to students in a middle school band program. In a study 
examining the employment of informal music learning practices with saxophone players 
in the eighth-grade, Lostetter wanted to determine if informal learning practices were a 
feasible option in a formal music environment and if they would "improve student 
engagement and learning experiences" (p. 12). Designing the study on existing research, 
Lostetter used the five informal learning principles as outlined by Green (2008) and the 
Musical Futures project (D' Amore, 2009) as benchmarks for the study. The teacher of the 
class served as a facilitator, and Lostetter was an observer for five classes. The five 
participating students were aware that the goal of the project was to "copy a song oftheir 
choice without structure and guidance from the teacher" (Lostetter, 2009, p. 46). The 
researcher and teacher provided guidance when needed, and at the end of the fifth class, 
the students performed their songs. The intent was for students to have the option of 
working on their song outside of class, but the teacher presented the project as an 
assignment and encouraged students to work outside of class. 
Lostetter (2009) reported that the teacher struggled with allowing the students to 
figure out their process on their own without interfering, and at one point, two students 
even suggested that the teacher leave the room. In one of the class sessions, the teacher 
became frustrated and said, "Make something happen" (p. 113). Given the difficulties she 
encountered, which may have included poor facilitation, Lostetter questioned the 
possibility of having an informal music setting in a formal music classroom and 
explained that, " It seemed as though aspects of formal learning are inseparable from the 
classroom, and that without the removal of the classroom, I question whether it is 
17 
possible to authentically participate in an informal learning process" (Lostetter, 2009, p. 
101). 
Similarly to Lostetter (2009), Bersh (2011) also applied Green's principles from 
general music classes to students in a middle school band program. Bersh (20 11) 
admitted a positive bias towards Green's work when conducting a study that examined 
how "participation in informal learning contexts impacted [students'] practice, musical 
achievement, participation in school music contexts, and self perceptions" (p. 2). The 
study focused on two public schools where students in Grades 6, 8, and 9 were enrolled 
in formal music classes. Three ensembles participated in this study, and the teacher of 
each ensemble selected students to participate in the study based on their perception of 
which students would be engaged and could handle working without any intervention 
from the teacher (Bersh, 2011 ). The three ensembles that Bersh examined were six Grade 
8 students enrolled in concert band, 18 string orchestra students in Grade 6 split into five 
self-selected groups, and seven jazz band students in the ninth grade. Each group chose a 
song that was appropriate to hear at the upcoming winter holiday concert. However, the 
teacher told the string ensemble "to choose a selection that reflected a holiday theme" 
(Bersh, 2011, p. 57). The students had the opportunity to democratically choose their 
piece within the given parameters instead of the teacher dictating the musical selection. 
The students had to learn and play the songs by ear without direct assistance from their 
instructor. The teacher encouraged students in each group to write down any notes that 
would help them remember their arrangement. 
The students reported that they learned from watching and listening to each other. 
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The majority of students reported "that their confidence was enhanced through their 
participation in the informal learning environment" (Bersh, 2011, p. 1 05), and they 
learned how to work together as a group. Similar to Green' s (2008) study, student 
autonomy had a positive impact on the students' self-confidence. Some students emerged 
as leaders and others as learners that were more active. Bersh concluded, "When students 
played an active role within their group they were more likely to feel empowered, learn 
new skills, and come away from the experience with an enhanced sense of confidence in 
their ability" (p. 127). The current study considered the recommendation for future 
research to examine the role of a facilitator to "enhance communication within an 
informal learning environment" (Bersh, 2011, p. 129). 
Allsup (2003) studied the disconnect between music learned in school and music 
listened to in the community to show how a mutual learning community might exist in 
which nine high school students could create music together while the researcher served 
as a facilitator. The goal was for the students to have autonomy in the composition 
process and work together in their groups to make decisions regarding style and 
arrangement. Allsup was predominantly as an observer, but was available when the 
needed by the students. The only criterion for participation was that students needed to be 
intermediate-advanced level players on a musical wind instrument. For the research, the 
nine students worked in two groups and chose the style, instrumentation, and means by 
which they wished to compose. One group chose to compose in a popular style of music 
on electric guitar, drums, bass, and guitar, rather than using their band instruments. The 
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other group chose to create music on their band instruments and compose within the 
confines of classical and jazz music. 
Students worked together to create, arrange, and eventually perform their 
compositions (Allsup, 2003). The data collection included musical and verbal 
interactions, interviews, and observations. Allsup described the process that each group 
experienced in this study, and the article included narratives from the participants. 
According to the students, the benefits of this study were being able to work with peers 
that they did not know before and having the freedom to express their musical ideas in 
meaningful ways (Allsup, 2003). 
Investigating informal music learning at the high school level, Abrahams et al. 
(20 11) examined informal music learning in four high school choral ensembles and one 
high school band. Each director had a different method of choosing students for the 
study; the director of the instrumental ensemble selected one student, who then chose 
four additional band members to learn Carol of the Bells composed by My kola 
Leontovych in 1916. The directors ofthe choral ensembles used their entire groups, but 
divided them into five smaller groups. The conductors asked the students to choose a 
Christmas carol to copy or arrange from a recording without the help of their conductor 
to perform in the annual holiday concert. The results of the study "showed that working 
informally to copy an arrangement from a recording had a positive impact on group 
cooperation, peer-directed learning, autonomy, leadership and personal musical identity" 
(Abrahams et al., 2011, p. 1). These results were consistent with Bersh (2011) and Green 
(2002, 2008), and the results connected to the goals ofthe current study. 
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Abrahams et al. (20 11) tied the application of informal music learning to critical 
pedagogy by acknowledging that, because the students chose the music to arrange and 
perform, it was a way of honoring their world, which is a central tenet of critical 
pedagogy. Differing from Green's (2008) study of a general music class, participants in 
the Abrahams et al. (20 11) study were an elite group of students who auditioned to be a 
part of their particular performing ensemble. Abrahams et al. sought to examine the 
impact of informal music learning on participants' musicianship and the groups as a 
whole, as opposed to Green's (2008) study, which was primarily concerned with student 
attitude toward music. 
Criticisms of informal music learning. While the work of Green (2002, 2008) 
has been influential in music education research, it has not been without controversy and 
criticism. Much of the criticism has centered on the role of the teacher in the process, and 
specifically on how often the teacher intervenes. For example, Bersh (2011), Feichas 
(2010), Higgins (2012), and Rodriguez (2009) all agreed that the role of the teacher in the 
informal setting is more of a facilitator, wherein the teacher must find a balance between 
observing the students as they collaborate to solve problems and actively helping students 
when they seek guidance. In a traditional model of teaching, the teacher controls every 
part of the process, from the lesson plan to directing learning goals. In an informal model, 
teachers move between facilitating the class and observing, and students have more 
autonomy to make decisions, collaborate, and solve problems on their own. The teacher' s 
level of preparation to facilitate an informal learning situation is very important, as 
exemplified by the difficulty the teacher had in Lostetter's (2009) and the students' 
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ensuing frustration. 
The teacher' s level of preparation connects to a study in which Westerlund (2006) 
questioned whether implementing the garage band model of learning in a formal music 
environment could develop musical expertise. Addressing the tradition of the 
apprenticeship that often involves the student learning from the master teacher, 
Westerlund indicated that, while the master teacher offers expertise to the student, this 
model "does not necessarily lead to a culture where students solve real-life problems" (p. 
120). Westerlund called for an environment where the culture supports a reciprocal 
teacher-student relationship: 
The role of music education could be seen as inviting individuals and groups into 
such musical practices where learning is an integral constituent, and where 
students are participants of musical practices instead of the end points of carefully 
planned instructional inputs on their way to a possible real life expertise in the 
future. (p. 122) 
This calls on music educators to stretch their musical competencies beyond a specific 
genre. Westerlund addressed this issue by acknowledging that the Sibelius Academy, 
University of Jyakyla, and the University of Oulu in Finland required teachers to learn 
popular music techniques and arrangements as well as developing competencies on 
popular music instruments and recording styles. Such levels of preparation would likely 
make informal music learning situations more productive, but such preparation is rare 
according to the existing research. 
Preparing for and adapting to an informal learning environment can be difficult 
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for teachers because it can be perceived as giving up control. Various studies (Allsup, 
2003; Clements, 2008; Rodriguez, 2009) indicate that the teacher must still have a plan of 
action for informal learning environments to be productive. There must be a careful 
balance as to how much control the teacher has in presenting the context for informal 
music learning. For example, in Green's (2008) study, the focus in each of the schools 
was to have students work in groups, choose their song to work on, and perform that 
song. However, during one of the phases, the students were presented with classical 
music to perform. While the students had autonomy throughout the actual working 
process, it seemed that there was too much teacher control from the outset. By contrast, 
Bersh's (2011) study provided the students with a good deal of autonomy. The students 
were able to work democratically to choose the songs they wished to work on and that 
were appropriate for the upcoming holiday concert. Bersh acknowledged the need for a 
facilitator to provide more mediation in his study. The adults in Bersh's were so hands-
off that some of the student groups struggled in the learning process. 
Rodriguez (2009) mentioned the pace at which students work together as another 
criticism of informal music learning, as the pace of students work depends on their level 
of ability and skill. In the study (Rodriguez, 2009), students with more music skills 
quickly learned notation to the song they were recreating, whereas those with less formal 
skills took more time to listen to the recordings. In addition, one of the drum students 
"complained that he resented the score-reading stage, but did so because it was something 
everyone else in the group was doing" (Rodriguez, 2009, p. 40). The drum student did 
not want to fall behind the other students. Rodriguez stated that teachers need more 
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sources that describe ways in which they can balance freedom and direction with 
resourceful and compassionate leadership as new, largely untested rules for teaching 
replace traditional approaches. 
Green's (2002, 2008) research is limited by the demographic of the participants; 
Green (2002) interviewed 14 people, 12 of whom were male, and all of whom were 
white. It seems that this limited demographic provided a narrow perspective into the 
learning practices of popular musicians. Allsup (2008) and Vakeva (2009) wrote that 
Green's (2002, 2008) research was limited by its focus on the genre of Anglo-American 
male guitar composers, which could unintentionally limit possibilities of expansion in an 
informal music environment. In addition, educators may equate informal music learning 
with only Anglo-American popular music; "It deserves asking whether pedagogical 
inspiration from this mostly male, mostly white genre represents a step forward in our 
efforts to diversify classroom offerings" (Allsup, 2008, p. 3). Researchers must look 
beyond the white Anglo-American guitar player and examine the use of digital music and 
digital instruments in an informal music setting (Vakeva, 2009). 
Critical Pedagogy 
Critical pedagogy challenges educators to think about, negotiate, and transform 
traditional classroom teaching, knowledge production, institutional power structures, and 
global interactions (McLaren, 1998). It is not a methodology or a process, but a view or 
lens through which students and their teachers can engage in learning that is set in the 
context of student agency, with teachers acknowledging that students have much to offer 
in the teaching and learning process (Abrahams, 2005a). Critical pedagogy has its roots 
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in the work of the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School (McLaren, 2007) and 
considers the political, historical, social, and cultural tensions of schooling (Freire, 1973, 
2005; Giroux, 2005; McLaren, 2007; Wink, 2010). 
Historically, Freire was the first to apply principles of critical theory to teaching 
and learning. As early as 1954, Freire began to experiment with an original pedagogy in 
order to teach peasant Brazilians to read and write Portuguese. The pedagogy capitalized 
on the peasants' desire to acquire these skills to be able to vote, as illiteracy legally held 
them back from fully participating in their society, thereby negating their needs and 
concerns (Freire, 1970). Frustrated by traditional pedagogies where teachers lectured and 
students recited, a pedagogy called "banking" (Freire, 1970, p. 72), Freire began to ask 
his students to bring to him documents they wanted or needed to be able to read. The 
Brazilian poor learned to think critically about their lives through small group discussion 
where the teacher and students posed and solved problems together. In this environment, 
everyone involved became co-investigators in the learning process where reflection and 
action happened simultaneously, not as separate processes (Freire, 1970; McLaren, 2007; 
Wink, 2010). According to Freire (1970), problem-posing allows students to develop 
"their power to perceive critically the way they exist in the world and come to see the 
world not as a static reality, but as a reality in process, in transformation" (p. 83). This 
process is called reading and writing the world, wherein students use their lived 
experiences as a branching -off point into new inquiry. 
Similarly, identifying and utilizing generative themes allows pedagogues to begin 
educational inquiry with familiar concepts and then move together with students into new 
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territory. Peterson (2003) described a generative theme as" ... an issue or topic that 
catches the interest of students in such a way that discussion, study, and project work can 
be built around it" (p. 307). Students usually connect with the themes based on their 
personal experiences, problems in the community, or ideas they glean from the media, the 
news, or classroom activities (Peterson, 2003). As an example of a generative theme, 
Peterson described an elementary classroom unit on family that began with students 
placing their birthday on a timeline, then their parents' and grandparents' birthdays. 
Then, students placed pins on a world map to show their place of birth. After that, 
students talked to their parents and grandparents to learn a story, joke, or memory from 
their family that they could write down or prepare to share orally. In this activity, 
Peterson allowed students to connect to the curriculum through the generative theme of 
family and to feel comfortable with the content because of their lived experiences. The 
concept of generative themes became an important one for the current study as a way to 
synthesize classroom activities that honored students' interests and allowed for student 
exploration in a positive, cooperative learning environment. 
Examining other ways to foster a positive learning environment, Weiner (2007) 
described the conditions in which a critical teacher can create an environment where the 
students can feel comfortable and have both autonomy and a voice: 
The critical teacher works in the in-between spaces of persuasion, production, 
reflection, discussion, feeling, sensing, reasoning, and creating; s/he must be 
intimately aware of both the internal and external forces that limit her/his 
students' (as well as her/his own) ability to imagine the impossible, to think 
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beyond what has already been thought. (p. 69) 
The result of exploring new topics of discussion and connecting content to students' lives 
is what Freire (1970, 1973) called conscientization, which occurs when the teaching and 
learning process transforms both the teacher and the student (Freire, 1970, 1973, 2005; 
Wink, 2010). As I strove to increase enjoyment, engagement, and motivation in the music 
program of the current study, I solicited student input and worked cooperatively with the 
students to guide the classroom activities that would foster transformative, meaningful 
expenences. 
Critical pedagogy in music education. Based on Freire's work in critical 
pedagogy with language literacy, Abrahams (2005b) applied the principles of critical 
pedagogy to music teaching and learning. Critical Pedagogy for Music Education is a 
way to "break down the barriers that exist between what students enjoy listening to 
outside the classroom and the music their teachers want them to learn" (Abrahams, 
2005b, p. 62). As a result, students can feel a sense of ownership and empowerment, thus 
engaging with the learning process in meaningful ways. Teachers who subscribe to a 
critical pedagogy viewpoint resist the practices of teachers in traditional music classes, 
specifically the automatic power structures in place between the teacher and the student 
(Rose, 1990). In traditional school environments, teachers decide the curriculum, what 
music they will teach, and how they will teach it (Abrahams, 2007; Rose, 1990), while 
students have little or no influence on the curriculum, subject matter, or activities of their 
education. My own school exemplified this model with a prevalence of traditional music 
teaching practices and dwindling continuous participation in the music program. 
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Abrahams (2005b) provided concrete applications of critical pedagogy to music 
teaching and learning by constructing a lesson plan model that would allow teachers to 
create music lessons within the theoretical framework of a critical pedagogy lens (See 
Appendix F). The lesson plans were open-ended projects that allowed for as much time 
as the students needed to complete them. The design of each lesson plan centered on the 
following four questions: 
• Who am I? 
• Who are my students? 
• What might they become? 
• What might we become together? (Abrahams, 2005b, p. 63) 
These questions were important for me to remember in the current study because I was 
committed to refocusing the teacher-centered music experiences students had had with 
their former teachers in order to transform those into student-centered engagements. The 
lesson plan model (Abrahams, 2005b) offered a means by which I could integrate student 
input in the current study to drive and restructure classroom activities in order to better 
serve the needs and interests of the students. 
Approaching lesson planning and curriculum for music education from a critical 
pedagogy perspective empowers teachers and students to "resist the hegemonic practices 
of music education in schools and of schooling itself' (Abrahams, 2007, p. 235). While 
teachers still have the ultimate responsibility for course content and must adhere to 
school adopted curricula, they can give students an appropriate voice in aspects of the 
course content and connect that content in ways that relate to the individual students. 
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Hightower (2008) suggested, "When students have more of a choice in school with 
regard to the materials and methods learned in class, then their attitudes may not be so 
dismissive towards the value of classroom learning" (p. 15). 
Providing an application of critical pedagogy to music education, Abrahams 
(2007) described a lesson in which students taught and shared a song from their cultural 
heritage that they had learned from a relative. This aspect of the lesson connected directly 
with Peterson' s (2003) previously mentioned classroom unit on family, exemplifYing the 
connection between the use of generative themes and Critical Pedagogy for Music 
Education. Abrahams believed that the music education process must involve not only 
the ideals and ideas of the teacher, but also of the students, families, school, and the 
community. By involving a variety of perspectives, a critical pedagogy view of music 
education provided what Rose (1990) described as "the opportunity to rid music in 
education of limiting, self-generated ideologies which do little to free teachers and 
students to explore wider invitations of culture in general and education in particular" (p. 
ix). 
Applications of critical pedagogy in music education. As a thorough example 
ofthe application of the Critical Pedagogy for Music Education curriculum questions and 
lesson plan model, Abrahams (2005a) described a sixth grade music class in which 
students compared Gregorian chant and rap. In this study, students worked in small 
groups and identified the similar and different characteristics present in the provided 
examples of rap and Gregorian chant. Students learned that both rap and Gregorian chant 
served very specific purposes within their respective social, cultural, and historical 
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contexts. At the conclusion of the lessons, the teacher and the students in this sixth grade 
class reported positively on these lessons. Abrahams reported that students recounted 
feeling valued by the teachers' acknowledgement of their music as important, while the 
teacher learned a great deal about and from the students concerning unfamiliar music. 
To apply Freire's ideas more directly to music education by stressing the 
importance of connecting the music that students listen to in school with what they listen 
to outside of school, Schmidt (2005) explained, "[Music education] needs to relate to the 
realities of individuals and communities in which it engages. It must not only establish its 
value in cognitive and emotional connections alone, but also search for social and thus 
personal transformation" (p. 3). Exploring several ofthe key tenets of critical pedagogy 
in relation to music education, Schmidt claimed that when applying critical pedagogy to 
music teaching, critical music education must encourage students to "view music as 
something to be constantly questioned, changed, and transformed" (Schmidt, 2005, p. 8). 
In another instance, Loren (2003) conducted an action research study using 22 
students in a fifth grade general music class to collaborate on learning activities that 
addressed the state and national standards. While the study did not identify critical 
pedagogy specifically as an influence on the research design, Loren focused on 
integrating students' out-of-school musical interests into the school music program. This 
is a central goal of what Abrahams (2005a, 2005b, 2006) later deemed Critical Pedagogy 
for Music Education, thus connecting Loren's study to this framework. In addition to 
improving student motivation for learning in the classroom, Loren wanted to improve his 
own practice through this process, which was also consistent with the critical pedagogy 
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viewpoint of the current study. Loren acknowledged, "many students exhibit a growing 
interest of music outside the music classroom" (Loren, 2003, p. 5), which provided ample 
opportunity for course content to connect with students' lives and urged teachers to 
employ creative and new teaching strategies that would motivate students to learn and to 
continue their musical studies. I was able to use Loren's study as a model for my own 
research methodology; specifically, the students worked together in small groups on 
projects that were meaningful to them as individuals. The methodology of Loren's study 
consisted of four spiraling stages: planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. In the first 
phase, students completed a questionnaire to report information regarding their musical 
interests, as I did in the current study. The cooperating teacher provided a list of learning 
goals based on the state standards for students to brainstorm ideas for projects that would 
address these goals and increase their musical understanding. Loren wanted the students 
to generate ideas for their own musical projects, but was concerned that the students 
would not be forthcoming with ideas. Along with the cooperating teacher, Loren 
provided sample project ideas, called "jumpstarters," that ranged from creating a music 
video to composing music for a class songbook to writing a musical play. Despite hopes 
that there would be enough flexibility in the process to allow for changes, the overarching 
need to comply with the national standards and the needs of the cooperating teacher 
conflicted with the study's goals of encouraging student autonomy and interest. 
The transcript from Loren' s (2003) student interviews showed that students often 
wanted to compose their own music or use different songs for their projects. Loren even 
noted that students often talked and were distracted during the playing of the musical 
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selections. Like Green (2008), four main issues emerged: (1) power relationships within 
the classroom, (2) developing student autonomy, (3) goal setting and learning goals, and 
(4) fostering intentional learning and intrinsic motivation (Loren, 2003, p. iii). Loren was 
often frustrated that the students were not following the plan of the study, but in the final 
interview, students felt that they learned more in the smaller group setting. Again, while 
Loren did not identify critical pedagogy as an influence in the study, many of the issues 
encountered align with points of critical pedagogy including empowerment, problem-
solving, and power relationships. 
Leard and Lashua (2006) described the benefits of the theoretical framework of 
critical pedagogy in their study, "Critical pedagogy approaches arose from the 
recognition of the need to value the voices of youth who have traditionally been silenced 
or unheard and attend to the importance of popular cultural practices in young peoples 
lives" (p. 245). They noted that the process of making music in this study provided 
teachers, researchers, and students the opportunity for building new relationships, 
examining existing power dynamics, and exploring new spaces of identity formation, all 
of which were consistent with the goals and research questions in my study. Working 
with the development of group dynamics and group learning, Leard and Lashua applied a 
case study format and a critical pedagogy framework to explore "the potential for 
building respectful and reciprocal relationships with students" (p. 244) through the 
narratives in rap songs. At an inner city alternative school in Edmonton Canada called the 
Boyle Street Education Centre, the researchers wanted "to re-engage students who [had] 
been unsuccessful or have had interruptions in their school experience" (p. 250). 
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Participants in this bounded group, The Beat of Boyle Street music program, ranged in 
age from 14-21 years old. Some ofthe students had a large gap in their schooling and 
ended up dropping out of the traditional public school before high school. Lashua went to 
the school "four days a week for three years to teach students to use audio production 
software to create their own music, raps, beats, dance tracks, soundscapes, and spoken 
word poems" (p. 250). Through the medium of rap, students were inspired to express 
their thoughts and feelings about poverty, racism, and their hope for a better life. Many 
students in the study reported that The Beat of Boyle Street music program was "the 
primary reason they got up in the morning and came to school" (p. 253). The students 
enjoyed the opportunity to rap, hang out with their friends, and talk about music that was 
relevant to them. 
Criticisms of critical pedagogy and critical pedagogy in music education. As 
Freire's (1970, 1998) work in critical pedagogy gained popularity, it also garnered 
criticism. For example, hooks (1994) expressed concern over the misuse of critical 
pedagogy, specifically that some teachers "claimed to follow Freire's model even as their 
pedagogical practices were mired in structures of domination, mirroring the styles of 
conservative professors even as they approached subjects from a more progressive 
standpoint" (p. 18). That said, hooks also wrote that, "Occasionally students feel 
concerned when a class departs from the banking system. I remind them that they can 
have a lifetime of classes that reflect conventional norms" (hooks, 1994, p. 203 ). 
Describing potentially harmful effects of critical pedagogy, Ellsworth (1989) 
argued that addressing important facets of critical pedagogy in a university class such as 
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empowerment, student voice, and dialogue led to and "actually exacerbated the very 
conditions we were trying to work against, including Eurocentrism, racism, sexism, 
classism, and 'banking education"' (p. 298). Ellsworth argued, "educational researchers 
who invoke concepts of critical pedagogy consistently strip discussions of classroom 
practices of historical context and political position" (p. 300). While critical pedagogues 
claim that that critical pedagogy is political, Ellsworth stated no existing research has 
explored whether or not critical pedagogy actually changes existing power structures 
inside or outside of schools. Concerned that critical pedagogues often look for one 
universal political agenda among the group or class, Ellsworth explained that in prior 
experiences with very diverse groups of students from various cultures, it was impossible 
to come to one agenda. This was an issue that Ellsworth felt the literature on critical 
pedagogy does not address. 
Ellsworth ( 1989) stated, "Strategies such as student empowerment and dialogue 
give the illusion of equality while in fact leaving the authoritarian nature of the 
teacher/student relationship intact" (p. 306). In essence, the broad generalization of 
student empowerment does not actually challenge any identifiable social or political 
paradigms because unjust power relations between gendered, classed, and raced teachers 
and students currently make true dialogue impossible. If these injustices cannot be 
resolved in the world, then they will not be overcome in the classroom (Ellsworth, 1989). 
In addition to criticisms of critical pedagogy, some have criticized specifically the 
application of critical pedagogy to music. Colwell (2005) was skeptical of critical 
pedagogy in music education, writing that: 
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There has to be something more attractive than dialogue and reflection for music 
teachers to adopt critical pedagogy as a teaching strategy, as it comes with a bit of 
political baggage that screams out at the teacher who as been focused solely on 
conveying a passion for music and musical understanding. (p. 4) 
Because the political aspect of critical pedagogy is not limited to the school itself, 
Colwell felt that music teachers with minimal or partial understanding of critical 
pedagogy could render critical pedagogy irrelevant to music. Colwell criticized Freire, 
stating that, while Freire encouraged the teaching of critical literacy, critical thinking, and 
dialogical pedagogy, "when one delves a bit deeper to find why he turned to these ideas 
in education, one fmds a somewhat radical philosophy that extends beyond formal, K-12 
schooling" (Colwell, 2005, p. 7). Questioning the role of students in a critical pedagogy 
based classroom, Colwell explained that if students had more power, they would be free 
to reject course objectives, teachers' experience, and course evaluation methods. While 
Colwell viewed student empowerment as a risk, the current study sought to have students 
challenge and think critically about what and how they learn. While the connection 
between critical pedagogy and a secondary English class were clear, Colwell did not find 
it possible for critical pedagogy to work in the music classroom, where the assumed focus 
is often learning musical skills and efficiency on instruments. The current study did not 
focus on musical skills, but rather it sought to explore the potential of creating a more 
positive attitude toward music in school. 
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Informal Music Learning and Critical Pedagogy 
Rodriguez (2009) clarified the connection between informal music learning and 
critical pedagogy, both of which played significant roles in the Abrahams et al. (20 11) 
study and in the current study: "Informal learning is thus aligned with critical pedagogy 
in so far as musical attainments are stimulated and mediated by the music itself' 
(Rodriguez, 2009, p. 38). Over the course of the Abrahams et al. (2011) study, both 
teachers and students reported a change in perception about each other's musical skill and 
ability. This change in perception relates to another aspect of critical pedagogy, 
conscientization, or the point at which the process of teaching and learning has 
transformed both the teacher and the student (Abrahams, 2005a). While informal music 
learning and critical pedagogy were the frameworks that supported this study, 
contributions by other pedagogues in the areas of constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978; Wink 
& Putney, 2002) and democracy in education (Boon, 2009; Dewey, 1916, 1938; Jones, 
2008; Woodford, 2005) also informed the research. 
Constructivism. Many elements of critical pedagogy, particularly those dealing 
with context of knowledge and the learning process, connect to the foundations of 
constructivism. Vygotsky's contributions developed the concepts of social constructivism 
(Vygotsky, 1978), the importance of students learning together in groups (Wink & 
Putney, 2002), and the seminal concept of the zone of proximal development (Wink & 
Putney, 2002), which refers to what a student can accomplish with the aid of others. All 
ofthese ideas resonate with teachers who, like me, desire student-centered learning 
environments in their classrooms. Abrahams (2006) utilized the constructs ofVygotsky's 
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psychology to provide a learning theory to inform Critical Pedagogy for Music 
Education. The concepts of constructivism parallel many aspects of informal music 
learning as well. For example, Vygotsky (1978) stated that 
an essential feature of learning is that it creates the zone of proximal 
development; that is, learning awakens a variety of internal developmental 
processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with 
people in his environment and in cooperation with his peers. (p. 91) 
Vygotsky viewed learning "as much more than just passively receiving 
information and responding to it; learning includes the ideas generated in the process of 
dialectical discovery" (Vygotsky in Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 10). Like Freire, Vygotsky 
believed: 
Teachers are learners, and learners are teachers. However, not only do we 
reflect on our practice, we also act on our reflections. In so doing, we 
move beyond merely understanding the words we read. We also 
understand the influences and the power structure of the world. (Vygotsky 
in Wink & Putney, 2002, p. 13) 
In the current study, constructivism informed the environment I hoped to facilitate as 
students worked together to achieve tasks they had an active role in creating. 
Democracy in education. It seems that a combination of critical pedagogy and 
informal music learning could build agency among the students and community inside 
the music classroom. Proponents of these approaches advocate for power shifts from the 
teacher alone to include students' individual voices, resulting in a certain level of 
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democracy that shaped my research. Ellsworth (1989) argued that there can never be total 
equality in a formal classroom because teachers can never absolve themselves of 
responsibility. However, Abrahams (2005a) suggested that approaches that allow 
teachers to encourage, honor, and appreciate student voices produce a form of democracy 
within the classroom. The idea of democracy in education stems in part from the 
contributions of John Dewey (1916, 1938) and applications of democracy to arts 
education. The importance of student voices and student-centered learning, both of which 
were goals ofthe current study, is apparent in Dewey's (1938) assertion that, 
There is, I think, no point in the philosophy of progressive education, which is 
sounder than its emphasis upon the importance of the participation of the learner 
in the formation of the purposes, which direct his activities in the learning 
process. (p. 67) 
Several music educators (Allsup, 2003; Boon, 2009; Jones, 2005; Woodford, 2005) have 
applied Dewey's democratic ideals to music education. Boon (2009) offered a view for the 
potential of a democratic music classroom: 
Music classrooms, especially can offer a democratic environment where children 
and teachers can discuss and experience each other's perceptions of music. They 
can pose critiques and understand how music is experienced and learned in unique 
cultural environments and social spaces. (p. 9) 
Boon (2009) enforced the concept that democracy and critical pedagogy involve 
conversation between the teacher and the student. Allsup' s (2003) study, discussed 
above, found that teachers and students can reconceptualize instrumental music in school 
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through mutual learning and democratic action. Many (Abrahams, 2005a; Allsup, 2003; 
Bersh, 2011) agree that if teachers want students to be engaged in music class, then 
teachers must consider the variety of students' perspectives. 
Summary 
The reviewed literature discussed the themes of empowerment, problem-solving, 
student voice, democracy, and autonomy, all of which informed the methodology of this 
research study. Abrahams (2005b ), Green (2008), McLaren (2007), and Rodriguez (2009) 
all felt that when students have a voice, solve problems on their own, and exercise 
autonomy in the classroom, they are more likely to feel empowered and connected to 
what they learn in the classroom. The literature provided a context for this study and 
confirmed many correlations between critical pedagogy and informal music learning. 
These frameworks focus on the experience of the student and creating an environment 
where the student is involved in problem-solving either individually or with their peer 
group. 
While the literature provided theoretical and pedagogical frameworks for lesson 
implementation, the current study attempted to address some gaps in the existing 
literature. Green's (2008) yearlong study served as a model for the methodology of the 
current study, specifically in the interview, field note, and observation process. All of 
Green's (2002, 2008), Lostetter's (2009), and Hightower's (2008) studies involved small 
class sizes; the class size in my study was twice that of Green's case studies and I was an 




In this study, I examined strategies to engage middle school students in general 
music experiences that would be meaningful to them and motivate them to continue in 
the school music program beyond Grade 8. As their teacher, I adapted elements of 
informal music learning (Green, 2002, 2008) and applied principles of critical pedagogy 
(Freire, 1970) and tenets of Critical Pedagogy for Music Education (Abrahams, 2005a) to 
inform the curricular decisions that would reform an eighth-grade general music program. 
Rationale for a Qualitative Design 
Because I served as both the researcher for this study and the teacher for the 
student-participants, I chose a qualitative research design that Mills (2007) labeled 
participatory action research. According to Creswell (2007), "We conduct qualitative 
research when we want to empower individuals to share their stories, hear their voices, 
and minimize the power relationships that often exist between a researcher and the 
participants in a study" (p. 40). This description aligns with the goals of this study and the 
tenets of the guiding frameworks, thus making a qualitative action research design an 
appropriate research model. 
The Role of the Researcher 
Consistent with the paradigm of action research (Creswell, 2007; Mills, 2007), I 
was both an observer collecting data for the study and a participant engaging with the 
students as their classroom music teacher. At the time of this study, I was also the 
department chair for performing arts and was responsible for the music program, which 
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served pre-Kindergarten through Iih grade students. As department chair, I was 
responsible for developing the curriculum and evaluating the performance of the staff 
teaching in the department. I hypothesized that students did not find school music, 
particularly at the middle school level, to be meaningful or interesting. As an 
administrator, I was also concerned with the political ramifications that would come from 
a program that was not successful; an unsuccessful program would reflect negatively on 
the total school image, the consequences of which could impact school enrollment and 
budget. While I maintained awareness of these ramifications, they were not a 
consideration for this study. Instead, I sought to improve the experiences that students 
encountered in their school music engagements such that these engagements would be 
meaningful and foster ongoing participation in the program. 
Procedures 
To organize this study, I used four steps for conducting action research as 
articulated by Mills (2007): 
• Identify an area of focus. In this instance, the area of focus was an eighth-grade 
general music classroom and the issue was lack of student engagement. 
• Collect data. Data included student questionnaires, video recordings and 
transcriptions of class observations, student peer-to-peer interviews, and 
researcher memos. 
• Analyze and interpret data. Data were coded to identify themes. 
• Develop an action plan. Emerging themes informed the nucleus of an action plan 
that would provide guidance for the teachers who would teach the class after me. 
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Not uncommon in qualitative research, the findings also led to further questions, 
recommendations for future research, and discussions among colleagues 
regarding the desire to continue to work and teach within a theoretical framework 
of critical pedagogy and informal music learning. 
To enact the study, I adopted the Kemmis and McTaggart (1982) action research cycle, 
which included (1) plan, (2) act, (3) observe, and (4) reflect. Whenever possible, I 
included the students in the various phases of the cycle. 
Plan. The planning phase began with the creation and administration of a pre-
study questionnaire (see Appendix A). The pre-study questionnaire solicited student input 
regarding their out-of-school musical preferences, listening habits, and prior experiences 
in addition to their feelings about their current and desired in-school musical experiences. 
These responses informed the content of the three lessons I created (see Appendix F) 
during this phase. 
Act. Over a nine-week period, I implemented the three lessons. A detailed account 
of each lesson appears in chapter 4. Applying principles of informal music learning 
(Green, 2002, 2008), the students worked together in groups, arranging popular songs 
independent of my intervention. 
Observe. I assumed the role of researcher in this phase. While students worked 
independently, I observed the students, made video recordings oftheir activity, and 
watched informally as students worked together. 
Reflect. Reflection occurred throughout the study. During the data collection, I 
watched video footage in between classes and evoked Eisner's (2002) concept of 
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educational connoisseurship, which required me to think critically about the classroom 
structure, my role in the class, the value of the content, and my assessment ofthe 
students' level of engagement, enthusiasm, and effort. The students offered verbal and 
anecdotal feedback and reflections during the performance portion of each lesson. 
Together, we shared feelings and impressions and brainstormed what would come next. 
At the end, students completed a post-study questionnaire to obtain final reflections on 
their experience. 
Data Sources 
Pre-study questionnaire. During the plan phase, students received a pre-study 
questionnaire (see Appendix A) to provide information regarding their musical 
experiences. The pre-study questionnaire queried student experiences with music outside 
and inside of school, their current attitudes toward school music, plans for participation in 
school music in high school, types of music they wished to study, and activities they 
wished music class could include. The school provided laptops for each student, and they 
received the pre-study questionnaire via email the day before our first meeting. The 
students had the option to read and think about the questions ahead of time, which was 
important since the questions on the pre-study questionnaire requested a thoughtful, 
narrative response. Obtaining narrative responses is consistent with qualitative research 
(Phelps, Sadoff, Warburton, & Ferrara, 2005), wherein "the open-ended questionnaire 
enables respondents to reply in their own words, thus permitting themselves not only to 
be more candid, but also to give reasons for their responses" (p. 175). To ensure that 
students had ample time to complete the questionnaire, they began to fill out the 
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questionnaires in class, but they had the option to take the questionnaires home to finish 
and submit electronically if necessary. I reviewed the results from the pre-study 
questionnaires in order to discover common themes generated from the student responses. 
Post-study questionnaire. During the last music class of the nine-week period, 
the students filled out the post-study questionnaire. Questions asked for reflections about 
the projects and in what ways, if any, their views toward school music changed over the 
nine-week period (see Appendix C). As in the pre-study questionnaire, students had 
access to laptops and the post-study questionnaire via email before the fmal class. The 
students then emailed their responses to me after the class was over. The post-study 
questionnaire, like the initial questionnaire, provided students with the opportunity to 
share their ideas in narrative form. 
I analyzed and compared the responses to the post-study questionnaire to those of 
the pre-study questionnaire. Some of the questions from the pre-study questionnaire were 
repeated in the post-study questionnaire in order to facilitate comparisons among student 
responses (see Appendices A and C). For example, questions related to student attitudes 
toward school music and plans for future participation were included in both the pre- and 
post-study questionnaires to indicate whether the nine-week music class had influenced 
their attitudes towards future music education. Other questions in the post -study 
questionnaire encouraged students to reflect on the process of the nine-week period, such 
as their work in small groups, and whether they felt that the lessons had reflected their 
personal preferences, interests, and out-of-school experiences. 
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Observation of students in their regular music classroom. I observed students 
three times in their regularly scheduled music classes with other teachers to examine the 
interaction between the students and the general music teacher as well as to ascertain the 
students' level of interest and engagement in the classroom activities. It was also 
important that the students saw me in their classroom during this time to become what 
Glesne (1999) called a "trusted person" (p. 43) so that the participants would feel more at 
ease with me in the setting. I hoped that my presence in their regularly scheduled classes 
would help convey to the students that I was interested in what they were learning and 
how they were reacting to their music classes. It should be noted, that students were 
aware at this point of their participation in the upcoming research study. The students and 
their parents filled out the proper assent and consent forms (see Appendices D and E), 
which included a description of the study, the process and their right not to participate. 
I had to continuously remind myself that my role as an observer was to observe 
the students and not to critique the teaching practices of my colleagues. While the teacher 
personalities and practices may certainly have impacted student engagement, this study 
focused on the curriculum because that was something I was able to impact. As 
department chair, I had to make very clear to the teachers that data from this study would 
not serve as assessment of them and would not impact their salary or employment 
security. 
Journal. I kept a journal throughout the study. I took field notes during the 
classroom observations and continued memoing (Creswell, 2007) throughout the period 
of data collection. While journal entries spanned the duration of the study, I wrote more 
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journal entries at the beginning of the study and fewer toward the end. These notes 
provided a written account of observations and a record of my thoughts and feelings as 
the study unfolded. 
Video recording. All of the classes were video recorded. After each class session, 
I viewed and transcribed the recording. Mills (2007) described the benefits of video data 
in an action research study: "Videotapes and audiotapes provide teacher researchers with 
another data source when the teacher is fully engaged in teaching but still wants to 
capture classroom events and interactions" (p. 71). Borg, Gall, & Gall (2007) discussed: 
"Another advantage of recording events is that it enables you to track behaviors that you 
did not anticipate at the outset of your study" (p. 270). The data from the videos 
documented how much time I spent with each group and how much I talked or 
interrupted class to give instructions. As such, the video data provided me with a tool for 
reflection and change in my own process of teaching during the nine-week period. In 
addition, the video data also confirmed the level of student engagement that I noticed 
while I was working with the students. 
Student interviews. In pairs, students interviewed each other once during the 
nine-week period and asked questions they generated on the pre-study questionnaire. I 
compiled suggested questions from the students' pre-study questionnaire responses and 
provided a list (See Appendix B) for the interviews. Generally, the questions centered on 
students' musical preferences, their feelings about music class in school, and musical 
background. I included peer interviews because I thought that the students might respond 
more openly to questions posed by their friends and classmates than to those posed by an 
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adult. Students used a flip camera to record their interviews, and each interview lasted 
between three and seven minutes. In addition to providing information from the 
questions, I was also able to observe the dynamics between the students. This was an 
important aspect of informal music learning. Green (2008) believed that students would 
work better with their friends. All interviews were video-recorded, transcribed, and coded 
in the same manner as the videos of the daily class sessions. Once the student interviews 
were recorded and transcribed, the interview video data were destroyed. 
Data Analysis 
Analysis of the data took place in various stages throughout the study and was 
simultaneous to data collection. During the initial observations, I made preliminary 
assumptions relative to class content and student engagement as I reviewed daily memos 
and video transcripts. This continued throughout the data collection period. Formal 
coding of data occurred during the reflection phase. 
Coding. To analyze data, ensure validity, and to identify themes, data were coded 
(Creswell, 2007). While not typical of an action research, I chose coding techniques 
found in the literature on grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) because such 
procedures allowed me to collect and analyze data simultaneously. 
In many ways, coding is like an archeological dig. Each individual datum is a 
bone, unearthed one at a time. To code data, one assigns short descriptors to each piece of 
datum. Individually, the codes identify the different bones of a skeleton that, when 
assembled, provide form, called themes, to the study. These themes add blood and flesh 
to the skeleton. Once complete, the investigator is able to answer the research questions. 
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In addition, when the skeleton is fully assembled, validity or trustworthiness emerges in 
the fmdings as well. 
One begins with open coding, sometimes called initial coding (Charmaz, 2006), 
during which the researcher considers broad global themes and various points of view. 
An overarching concern of my study was to provide transformational experiences in the 
music classes I taught that would be so powerful and meaningful to my students that they 
would choose to continue in the school music program after middle school. My broad 
hope was that if informal music learning was both appealing to the students and 
successful, other members of my department might replicate those techniques in their 
classes and in subsequent terms so their students would choose to continue with music 
beyond middle school. For open coding, I relied on my notes and memos that contained 
my own lesson plans for each class meeting and reflections after each class session. I 
reviewed the video recordings of the classes after each session to see initial impressions 
and to revise and refocus my plans for the upcoming class. I connected codes to the 
issues raised in the research questions. For example, codes included "facilitate 
conversations" (research question 2), "problem posing" (research question 1 ), "problem-
solving" (research question 1 ), "student musical preferences" (research question 1 ), 
"student empowerment" (research question 2), "change in perception" (research question 
3 ), and so forth. I acknowledge that I might have proceeded differently and found codes 
that emerged from the data, rather than imposing labels on to the data. However, during 
open/initial coding, a researcher typically looks broadly, and I wanted to ensure that as I 
proceeded in the study, I would have data that would inform answers to the research 
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questions. 
Researchers often code each line of data; I did not utilize line-by-line coding 
(Charmaz, 2006) at this point. Instead, I looked incident to incident and made 
comparisons among and between episodes. I borrowed this technique from the literature 
on cross-case analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Stake, 2006). I looked at each ofthe 
different groups of students working on their group projects within each lesson and 
compared groups from one lesson to the next. 
Next, I applied descriptive coding (Saldana, 2009) in order to look more closely at 
the various incidents that occurred during the lessons. Descriptive coding also provided 
the opportunity to go beyond the limits of the research questions and consider other 
unexpected issues that the data revealed. It was important that I remained open to the 
possibility of finding something that I did not predict. For example, at the outset of the 
study, it was not my intention to intervene as the teacher. I wanted the students to work 
informally without my input; however, that was not possible because students did need 
my coaching at various points during each lesson. Thus, I had a code called "teacher 
intervention," a code that did not relate to my research questions but informed the 
outcome of the study. 
For descriptive coding, I isolated short phrases that summarized what the data 
revealed. Examples of these phrases included "peer-directed learning," "teacher 
coaching," and "student engagement and fun," all of which appeared in the video 
transcriptions, school counselor observations, and student responses to questionnaires. 
Each of these codes highlighted larger themes of the study, specifically the goal to 
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increase student motivation through collaborative learning, restructured classroom power 
dynamics, and increased engagement and enjoyment. For this study, I utilized Gokhale's 
(1995) definition of collaborative learning, wherein "students at various performance 
levels work together in small groups toward a common goal. The students are responsible 
for one another's learning as well as their own. Thus, the success of one student helps 
other students to be successful" (p. 1 ). 
As a result of open and descriptive coding, I had established strong analytic 
directions. To address validity, sometimes referred to as trustworthiness (Creswell, 2007), 
I applied focused coding (Charmaz, 2006). Focused coding provided an opportunity to 
check preconceptions relative to my fmdings (Charmaz, 2006). During this process, I 
examined the pre- and post- study questionnaires. I checked to see if data from those 
documents would fit into the codes I had already assigned, or whether I needed new or 
additional codes. Since initial and descriptive coding of observation and interview data 
occurred simultaneous to collecting the data, I analyzed the pre- and post-study 
questionnaires using focused coding techniques, which added an additional dimension to 
the data analysis process. 
For the next step, I applied axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Referring to 
the metaphor of the archeological dig and the reconstruction of the skeleton, axial coding 
is a strategy for bringing everything together. Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested: 
1) conditions, the circumstances or situations that form the structure ofthe studied 
phenomena; [this connected to research question 1] 
2) actions/interactions, participants' routine or strategic responses to issues, events, 
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or problems; [this connected to research question 2] and 
3) consequences, outcomes of actions/interactions [this connected to research 
question 3] (p. 128). 
Finally, I applied theoretical coding (Charmaz, 2006) to connect findings to 
critical pedagogy and informal learning. Interviews with the students, data from my 
memos and observations, and information from an external reviewer informed theoretical 
coding. 
Validity 
Validity ensures the accuracy of a researcher's findings; the subsequent sections 
explain the various forms ofvalidity considered in this study (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 
2007). The upcoming chapters provide detail. 
Democratic validity. I made every effort to ensure that student participants were 
accurately represented throughout this process by my continuous collaboration with them 
via the pre- and post-study questionnaires, student emails, and class discussions. I also 
made a concerted effort throughout the research to be more of a facilitator for student 
learning than a traditional teacher who dictates what is taught in the classroom. I hoped 
that facilitating activities and collaborating with students within their groups would allow 
me to learn how to negotiate my own role as a teacher-facilitator-learner in a democratic 
environment. 
Outcome validity. In outcome validity, it is essential to establish that the 
problem-solving methods are for the benefit of the stakeholders-in this case, the 
students. This concept connected well to critical pedagogy and democratic validity in the 
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current study in that these concepts were about making sure that the students had the 
opportunity to discuss, process, and make decisions that seemed to be the best for the 
group as a whole. For example, the students decided the groups that they would work in, 
the songs they covered, and the length for each project. 
Process validity. Process validity addressed the dependability of the various 
methods of data collection throughout the study and the triangulation of data sources 
(Anderson et al., 2007; Borg et al., 2007). In this study, the outcomes, codes, themes, and 
responses to the research questions were triangulated by the various data sources 
included, pre- and post-study questionnaires, observations, and the video data. 
Catalytic validity. Mills (2007) wrote, "The criteria of catalytic validity require 
that the participants in a study are moved to take action on the basis of their heightened 
understanding of the subject ofthe study" (p. 90). Through action research study, I sought 
to actively encourage and instigate positive change in students' attitudes toward school 
through increased engagement and interaction with the content of music classes. 
Throughout the study, instances arose in which the students or I indicated changes in our 
attitudes and behavior, reflecting the catalytic validity at work in the study. 
Dialogic validity This current study focused on the application of teaching 
strategies and ideologies that would empower students to have a prominent voice in 
determining how class projects would evolve. The student voice was initiated by having 
their interests and ideas reflected in the lessons through their responses in the pre-study 
questionnaire (see Appendix A). In the first class, I presented the students with a 
summary of their responses in the pre-study questionnaire to be sure that I was accurately 
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reflecting their interests and ideas. The students then understood that it was from those 
responses that I created lesson plans (see Appendix F). In the subsequent classes, the 
students and I dialogued in small groups and also in larger group discussion about the 
lessons and ideas for future lessons. This study also examined my role as 
teacher/researcher in that I had to negotiate my level of power in the classroom while 
simultaneously trying to allow for student autonomy. The balance of power between the 
teacher and the student is something that I need to explore in the middle school classes 
and in my own teaching. My own transformation as a result of this study provided me the 
desire for future examination on these issues that would have not come to the forefront 
had I not conducted this study on critical pedagogy and informal music learning. 
Ethical Concerns 
At the time of this study, I served as department chair for the school. Taber (2007) 
wrote about the complications that can arise if a researcher is the head of a department 
while observing staff members. The middle school teachers knew that I was concerned 
about the lack of enrollment beyond their eighth-grade music classes. It was important 
that I let the current middle school teachers know that my role when observing their 
classes was merely for my study and would in no way serve as a formal observation. 
From the framework of critical pedagogy, the concept of hegemony was a 
concern, and I did not want to become a contributor to a hegemonic situation. Hegemony 
describes the phenomenon when a dominant group has political and social control over a 
less dominant group (Gramsci, 1971, p.l2). As an administrator, I was in a position of 
power and authority, and had to balance my roles as an administrator and a researcher in 
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order to successfully carry out my change-oriented action research without offending my 
colleagues. 
Time Line 
The study was bounded and began with data collection in November 2009 and 
concluded in June of2010. Analysis of data began simultaneously to collection and 
continued throughout the writing of the dissertation document, which was completed in 




Enacting the Frameworks 
This chapter provides a context for the study and details the process of enacting 
the frameworks of critical pedagogy and informal music learning within the school music 
program. After a description of the site, the implementation of the three lessons, which 
each spanned multiple class periods, are presented in chronological order to show the 
progression of the relationship and interactions between the teacher and the students. The 
following sections detail relevant specifics of the site, the actors, and the researcher. 
These details provide context for the study through a rich description (Creswell, 2007) 
that is a hallmark of qualitative research; all names have been changed. 
The Setting 
The Jack-Rose school (a pseudonym) is a coeducational and nonsectarian private 
school located in an upper middle class affluent neighborhood in New England and 
serves students in pre-Kindergarten through Grade 12. The current Jack-Rose school is 
the convergence of three formerly separate independent schools, each of which began in 
the mid to late 19th century. Following many relocations and combinations throughout 
the 20th century, the schools fmally merged in 1988, and in 2008 the school streamlined 
its name to the Jack-Rose school (School website). The school mission statement 
included goals of critical thinking, reflection, respect, collaboration, and ongoing inquiry, 
all of which were integral elements ofthe current study and made the Jack-Rose school 
an apposite site for this study. Because this study took place in an eighth-grade general 
music class, the goals of the middle school mission statement were particularly relevant 
55 
and included ideals of community, exploration, engagement, and leadership, which 
coincided with the aims ofthe current study: 
The Middle School years, Grades 6-8, serve as a developmental bridge between 
childhood and adolescence. A nurturing, respectful community of diversely 
talented students, dedicated teachers, and vested parents supports this bridge. 
Learners pursue excellence through participation in a challenging academic 
program that promotes exploration, risk-taking, and independent thinking. While 
developing character and growing in self-confidence, young adults become more 
responsible, accountable, and prepared within an innovative learning 
environment. The Middle School program encompasses academic, artistic, 
athletic, and altruistic experiences that prepare students for fulfilling lives of 
engagement and leadership. (Jack-Rose school website) 
Parents of students at Jack-Rose school tended to be supportive of the music 
program and were very active with organizing events. The parents organized a booster 
club that raised money for music trips, guest artists, and cast parties. Parents of the 
eighth-grade students in this study were more than willing to sign consent forms and 
often asked me for updates as I was collecting, sorting, and analyzing data. 
The Actors 
The students in this study were between the ages of 13 and 14, and there were 9 
girls and 8 boys. All but two of the students were Caucasian; one boy was African 
American and another girl was Asian American. I had not met any of the students before 
the study. Gail was involved in many school activities including athletics; she played the 
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trumpet, was often the leader of her group, and was undecided about her future 
participation in music. Noreen took dance lessons outside of school and was involved 
with the eighth-grade musical. Jane was well liked by her classmates, was often the 
leader of her group, and had played piano competitively outside of school since the age of 
four. Mary was quiet and focused; she often wrote out the letter names to the songs her 
group learned. Anne did not speak much, and it was hard to determine whether she was 
enjoying class. Laura played piano outside of school and was very motivated throughout 
the study. Patty was the class clown on the girl's side; she was not disruptive, but she 
often did silly things or made silly comments for the benefit of her friends. Carol studied 
voice and piano outside of school, and she was involved in the eighth-grade musical. 
Nona was the most vocal student of the group; she was never afraid to offer up a 
suggestion or an opinion, though she was afraid to share her own work with the class. 
Adam was the class clown; he was often disruptive and had difficulty working 
with the people in his group because they were not his friends. John played the marimba 
and the drums, both inside and outside of school, but often exhibited outbursts of 
frustration and anger when he was working with his groups because he seemed to have 
trouble focusing in the noisy environment and felt that his peers did not listen to him. 
Mark participated, but missed many classes because of his Tourette's syndrome, which 
prevented him from attending school for a full day. Sam was a congenial young man who 
often learned from his fellow group mates. Jeremy played the drums outside of school 
and was very interested in creating his own beats; his classmates would sit and watch him 
play the hand drum then try to copy what he was playing. Chris was often the mediator in 
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his group when conflicts occurred. Evan was the leader of the boys and played piano 
informally outside of school; he was motivated, friendly, and had a good sense of humor. 
Pete joined the class half way through and had a strong impact on the class with his 
constructive feedback and positive engagement. 
In addition to student participants, a number of adults were involved with the 
study in various capacities. Mrs. 0 and Mrs. R were the school counselors at the Jack-
Rose school. Mrs. 0 worked with high school students and Mrs. R worked with the 
elementary school students. Both women observed my class and provided me with 
written observations. 
Mr. Moss was the middle school instrumental instructor at the Jack-Rose school. 
In addition to his middle school responsibilities, Mr. Moss taught instrumental music 
lessons after school in the lower school, and conducted a chamber music and jazz/rock 
ensemble in the high school. Mr. Moss was an accomplished trombone player and often 
toured with his own group and performed in local orchestras. He had been at the Jack-
Rose school for five years. Ms. Pine was the middle school choral and drama instructor at 
the Jack-Rose school. In addition to teaching in the general music program, Ms. Pine 
conducted a small choir and directed three theatrical productions each year-one for each 
grade of the middle school. This was her third year at the school. 
The Researcher 
As an active participant, my own musical background had a significant impact on 
my approach and dedication to this study. I started playing the piano when I was six years 
old and had formal piano training through high school. In addition, I started composing 
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songs and played piano in a rock band during my high school years. I was not involved in 
school music beyond the required courses until my junior year when I joined the jazz 
band. I studied at the Hartt School of Music for my undergraduate degree, starting as a 
composition and music education major and later creating my own major in musical 
theater direction and music education. I was one of the first students in the conservatory 
to create my own major. Upon graduating from Hartt, I taught myself how to play the 
guitar and have played ever since. In 1999, I received a master's degree in studio 
composition from Purchase College in New York. 
Before my work at the Jack-Rose school, I was a private voice and piano teacher 
for 8 years. At the same time, I was writing, recording, and performing my original music 
in clubs and coffee houses across the United States, and I had released three independent 
CD's through various online distributors. When I first began working at the Jack-Rose 
school, I taught middle school choir and theater. At the time of this study, I had been 
teaching at the Jack-Rose school for eight years. In addition to my responsibilities as 
department chair, I taught a variety of electives in the high school including guitar, piano, 
choir, acting, musical theater, and directing, and I music directed the main-stage 
productions. 
My personal musical development spanned a wide variety of both formal and 
informal music making opportunities. Going into this study, I had experienced firsthand 
the joy and personal satisfaction that informal music making could provide, but I had also 
benefitted from years of formal music training. Having been motivated by both informal 
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and formal music experiences, I sought to offer the same kinds of motivation to my 
students through the action research design. 
The Eighth-grade General Music Curriculum 
The Jack-Rose school music program did not follow state standards during the 
year of this study. Instead, the teachers met every few months to decide on the learning 
goals and activities. Since the students rotated between dance, singing, and instrumental 
music, the teachers felt that a focus on jazz and improvisation for the year would work 
well in all three disciplines. During the time ofthis study, the teachers purchased the Jazz 
for Young People™ curriculum, and instructors from the Jazz at Lincoln Center 
educational program visited to work with the students. Students were only held 
accountable for respectful behavior. 
Eighth-grade Music Classes at Jack-Rose School 
The following sections offer rich, thick description of the students' music classes 
with the regular teacher before the study to contextualize the changes I witnessed during 
the study. 
Mr. Moss' instrumental music class. Mr. Moss was the instrumental music 
teacher and his room had about 15 keyboards and two computers. During my first 
observation, the students watched a section from the video Jazz by Ken Bums (2001) 
entitled "Gumbo," then completed a worksheet based on what they viewed. After this 
class, I received an email from Sam, who requested that when we began our class time 
together that we work on more than just jazz and blues. He wanted to learn more relevant 
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music like contemporary pop and hip-hop. I emailed Sam back and thanked him for his 
suggestion. 
During my next observation, the students watched the second part of the Ken 
Bums video series Jazz and learned about "second line" in New Orleans style Jazz. Again, 
students filled out a worksheet while watching the video. During this 15-minute activity, 
students were distracted; some had their heads down on their desks and others were 
talking to each other. At one point, all of the students were talking while the video was 
playing and at least four students asked to go to the bathroom during this class period, 
suggesting a general disinterest in watching the video. At the end, the teacher asked the 
students "What is collective improvisation?" A student answered with a dictionary type 
response that he had copied from what he heard on the video. The teacher did not notice 
that his students were disconnected and disengaged, and he continued to ask questions 
while the students were talking, looking around at each other, or had their heads down 
and their eyes closed. 
After watching the video and completing the worksheet, students clapped 
different rhythms. The teacher asked students if they wanted to try to improvise on the 
drum; two out of 16 students volunteered. Throughout the lesson, the teacher talked at the 
students, asking many questions and receiving no responses, at which point he would 
move on to the next topic. Despite the fact that this lesson was on collective 
improvisation, students were told what to play and remained disengaged throughout the 
lesson. 
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Ms. Pine's vocal music class. I observed the students in their regularly scheduled 
music class with th~ vocal instructor, Ms. Pine. In keeping with the departmental focus, 
she also presented on the history of jazz and improvisation. She played recorded jazz 
music as students entered the room, and they seemed to know the ritual of taking their 
shoes off and pulling up chairs for class. The students seemed to have more energy in this 
class than they did in Mr. Moss' class. Ms. Pine carried on a conversation with two 
students while the other students ran around and talked with each other. Ms. Pine told the 
students to settle down quite a few times then proceeded with a vocal warm-up. Between 
every exercise, Ms. Pine told the students to be quiet. This behavior was very different 
from what I had observed in Mr. Moss's class. Ms. Pine was an energetic and talkative 
teacher, yet students often carried on their own conversations while she was teaching and 
she constantly had to remind them to be quiet. After the warm-up, Ms. Pine handed out 
Kazoos and asked the students to listen to the song "A-Tisket, A Tasket" performed by 
Ella Fitzgerald. The students talked and played the Kazoos while the music was playing. 
After the song played, Ms. Pine demonstrated how to improvise a line using the Kazoo 
and then asked for student volunteers to improvise using the Kazoo. After many students 
tried, Ms. Pine then scatted using the syllable "do" and "da" and modeled how to 
improvise without using the Kazoos. None of the students were interested in singing, so 
she allowed the students to continue to improvise with the Kazoos. 
Observation summary. After observing classes by both instructors, I realized 
that the students experienced little consistency in the music classroom. In Mr. Moss's 
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class, students were passive, disinterested, and often found ways to entertain themselves 
by talking to their peers or actually leaving the classroom. In Ms. Pine's class, students 
seem to have more fun, but it was unclear whether they were mastering the lesson content 
or simply having fun playing the Kazoos. I noticed from these observations that students 
often received specific instructions without any freedom to express themselves. In both 
classes, students were bored and disinterested in the subject. 
The Lessons 
The following sections detail the progression of the study chronologically as I 
sought to enact the guiding frameworks. These descriptions present anecdotal data from 
the daily video recordings that informed the data analysis and coding process. 
Throughout these sections, connections to the research questions are indicated in 
parentheses. 
Establishing new relationships. During the frrst class, I reviewed the summary 
of the pre-study questionnaire for accuracy; if the students felt that the information was 
accurate, then we would be able to discuss ideas for potential lessons during our time 
together (research question one). All of the students agreed that the summary reflected 
their responses. This first lesson (see Appendix F) and the lessons that followed involved 
activities similar to Green's (2008) informal music learning activities; working together 
in groups, students would copy a song by ear. I hoped that the lesson would begin with 
the students voting on which song to copy and then working on the song with the most 
votes in class; however, when the time came to vote, only five students emailed me with 
a song choice (research question one). 
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Reflecting on reasons why so few students responded, I considered that the 
students may not have established a strong enough relationship with me yet to participate 
in this activity. It could also be that, based on what I observed in their other music 
classes, the students were not used to having choices so they just ignored this 
opportunity. This aligns with Wallerstein's (1987) statement, "Our students have few 
opportunities in their lives to take charge of their learning .... Students may initially feel 
uncomfortable with dialogue and peer teaching/learning" (p. 41 ). I also considered that 
students were bored and disinterested-something I observed with their other teachers. 
Of the students' responses I received, the most popular was the song "Hey Jude" 
by The Beatles. I decided that it would be interesting to present two different versions of 
the song "Hey Jude" to the class. The first was the original version by The Beatles, and 
the other was the arrangement from the movie Across the Universe. I presented the 
groups with both options and encouraged them decide which song they wanted to 
reproduce. 
In the first class, the students' behavior was similar to what I had seen when I 
observed Ms. Pine's class. I had been very critical of the classroom management style of 
Ms. Pine and Mr. Moss, and now I was presented with the very same issues. I often found 
myself saying "look at me," which was my way of getting everyone centered. While the 
room was full of energy, it seemed as though the entire class was engaged in what we 
were doing. I felt slightly overwhelmed after this first class because I realized that I did 
not know whether my goals for the class would be successful and if the students would be 
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actively involved or approach class as a joke. On this day, the entry in my researcher 
journal reflected these concerns: "How do I create an environment in which students feel 
comfortable saying, 'can we do something else' or 'can I learn this?' I don't want to use 
the term ' rules,' so should I forgo that without it being so official?" This was my first 
time as a facilitator of informal music learning in a classroom setting, and I questioned 
whether I would be able to properly establish the flexible relationships between student 
and teacher that were necessary to facilitate this kind of class. 
When the students entered the room at the start of the second class, I played both 
versions of "Hey Jude" and asked them: "What is the difference between the first and 
second version?" The student responses were: "The second is slower," "There was no 
piano in the second version," "A couple of notes in the beginning were different." I then 
asked them, "Are you going to play the song with chords, put a bass line in it? I want you 
to copy the song as you hear it. And, if your group already knows how to play the song, 
and you want to arrange it with guitar or add a drum, you can totally do that." I asked the 
students to play the song exactly as they heard it so that I could get a sense as to how they 
would interpret the song. This lesson was a barometer for me to assess what the students 
knew about playing instruments, listening to music, and how they would work together in 
their groups. This information aligned with the students' pre-study questionnaire 
responses regarding what they felt their teachers should know when planning lessons for 
them. While I gathered information by observing the students working in groups, I asked 
each group to consider the following questions when discussing the song and the 
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approach to copying it with their fellow group members: 
1. What do you need to know in order to figure out how to play this song? 
2. How should you go about doing this? 
3. What is unclear? 
4. What skills can I help you attain? 
Though I wanted students to work on their own, I asked these questions to establish a 
reciprocal, dialogical relationship to let them know that I was there to learn with them. At 
this point, I did not know if they would be able to complete the tasks of the lesson, so I 
hoped the questions might help them begin to figure out how to copy the song. As I 
walked around to each group, some groups were figuring out chords, and some were 
figuring out the melody: 
Chris asked: "Can't I just get the sheet music?" 
Ms. Martino: "Yes you could, but I don't want you to do that right now, now I 
want you to use your ears. This is a different kind of assignment." 
Chris: "But I am not good at that." 
Ms. Martino: "Right, so now I want you to try." 
My hope was for Chris to have faith in his own abilities to figure out the song; I 
wanted to help him move from what Wink (2010) described as "I can't" to "''ll try" (p. 
61 ). As Chris' group worked, the other groups tried to copy the song starting with the 
melody; one group had the letters written on a piece of paper for the melody. Another 
group said they had the verse figured out and I asked them to figure out one verse and 
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one chorus. 
Gail: "Do we put in a bass?" 
Ms. Martino: "You could, or you could figure out the chords." 
Some groups asked me to play them the first chord of the song. I showed them the first 
chord was an F chord and asked them if they knew this. They nodded and one girl started 
to play. I then told them to try to figure out the other chords. Evan, Jack, and Sam made 
great strides and had the chords figured out. Evan had previous piano experience and was 
clearly comfortable listening to the recording and figuring out the chords. Evan played 
different chords and Jeremy and Sam let Evan know if the chords sounded like the song. 
This was an example of peer-directed learning (Green, 2002), where Evan showed 
Jeremy and Sam what he had figured out and Jeremy and Sam listened and approved of 
what Evan played (research question two). 
By the end of the third class, every group had completed a verse and chorus of 
their version of the song "Hey Jude". I explained to the class that they would perform 
their arrangement the next time we met and that this performance opportunity would 
allow them to give feedback to their peers and share their work. 
Collaborative and peer-directed learning. As time moved on, students came to 
class and immediately went to their keyboard to practice their version of "Hey Jude." This 
was very encouraging to me, and I witnessed the collaborative learning that the activities 
had started to encourage between the students. Jane and Mary worked with each other to 
figure out the chord progression of the song: 
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Jane (to Mary): "You play this (the first chord to "Hey Jude") four times." 
Mary played the chord. 
Jane: "Now it is [the Latin solfege syllables] do do." Jane showed Mary how to 
play the second chord. Mary played the entire chord progression. 
Jane: "That's it!" 
The room was filled with sounds of percussion and the piano playing "na na na na Hey 
Jude." After a little more work in the beginning of class, each group performed their 
version of the song and then took questions and comments from their peers. The students 
and I sat in a circle and discussed what they thought of the project. Some students 
enjoyed it, others thought it was hard, and some felt it was frustrating at first, but fun to 
watch everyone perform in the end. I observed during this first project that some of the 
students jumped in and taught each other immediately, while I also began to realize the 
importance the balance between when to observe and when to help a struggling group 
(research question three). During our discussion I asked, "How many of you would be 
interested in figuring out your own song in groups?" I asked this question knowing that, 
based on the student responses in the pre-study questionnaire, the response would be 
positive; all of the students raised their hands. I explained to the students: "Ok, I want you 
to come up with one or two song choices for next class (research question one). You can 
put yourselves in groups. Everyone needs to be in a group. Also, please bring your iPods 
or laptops with the songs you would like to work on to class next time." 
The students seemed excited as they left the room, and I was pleasantly surprised 
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when Noreen came up to me as she was leaving and said "I want to sign up for choir next 
year. I didn't sign up because I wasn't sure" (research question three). I told Noreen that I 
would sign her up and that I was excited to have her in class next year. At that moment, I 
realized that I was developing positive relationships with the students, and I was thrilled 
that the class activities had had a positive impact on Noreen. 
While I was encouraged by my conversation with Noreen and the other students' 
enthusiasm, I realized that some students did not enjoy working on the song "Hey Jude" 
because so many of them did not vote on the song; they felt like they were being forced 
to learn a song they did not choose. For subsequent lessons, I aimed to have each group 
choose their own song with the hope that doing so would encourage further engagement 
in the activity for all of the students. 
At the start of the following class, I asked the class these questions: "How can I 
help you? What instruments do you need? How are you going to figure out this song?" I 
found Evan, Sam, and Jeremy working out a rhythm pattern to the song "All the Right 
Moves" by One Republic through dialogue, student modeling, and peer-directed learning 
(research question two). Jeremy demonstrated a pattern for Sam: "If you do boom boom 
(on drum) kuh release." Jeremy then got Sam a drum and demonstrated again. After a few 
attempts, Jeremy and Sam played the rhythm pattern together. Evan taught Sam how to 
play the bass line on the piano. While this group seemed to be working together very 
well, other groups had less initial success working together; Chris, Adam, and John had 
decided that they would work on "Viva La Vida" by Coldplay. 
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When Jeremy and Sam went into the hallway to do their student interviews, Chris 
went over to talk to Evan about the song "Viva La Vida." Adam and John left for play 
rehearsal, so Chris was alone with Evan. As their own groups disbanded for the day, 
these two students began working together. Evan had previous piano experience and 
showed Chris how to play "Viva la Vida" with two hands. After a few passes of the song, 
Evan sat down next to Chris and let Chris play the chords and bass line without Evan's 
help. Evan taught Chris how to play this song and Chris beamed with pride (research 
question two). This was a clear example of peer-directed learning (Abrahams et al. , 2011; 
Bersh, 2011 ; Green, 2002). Evan was a positive and patient teacher and Chris was 
extremely receptive as he engaged with the musical task. As Evan worked with Chris, 
Chris felt as if he could actually play the piano for the first time. As a passive observer in 
this instance, I had nothing to do with this interaction and was once again encouraged by 
the two students teaching and learning from each other. 
Changing perceptions. As time passed, I began to experience a change of 
perception as the teacher. The feelings of autonomy that both the students and I had about 
the process, as well as the developing comfort level with the classroom activities, spoke 
to the literature. Wallerstein (1987) pointed out that through group listening, trust, and 
cooperative language students were able to feel more comfortable and needed to rely less 
on teacher direction. I was beginning to discover that the students were capable of 
learning and executing these lessons with less help from me. Towards the end of one 
particular class I asked: 
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Ms. Martino: "Ifl give you one more complete class period, do you think that is 
going to be enough for you to finish these songs? 
The class responded with a resounding ''No!" 
Gail: "How about a class and a half?" 
Another response, "Yeah." 
Ms. Martino: "Ok are we all agreed that maybe a class and a half and then you 
could play the song for each other in the second half?" 
Some Students: "Yes." 
The students were determining how long the project would last based on their 
needs. As I listened to their response, I realized that if I had demanded that they finish by 
the next class, they may have felt rushed or controlled. Allowing the students to decide 
when the project would be finished enabled them to feel empowered (research question 
two). I asked the class ifthey were enjoying this project and they collectively said yes. 
During the next class period, Chris, John, Adam, and Mark continued to have 
trouble. Though I felt like I was spending too much time with this group, all of the other 
groups were working so well that I wanted this group to have the same experience. At 
one point I said: 
Ms. Martino: "Guys, you are each working alone instead of as a group. How can I 
help you work together?" 
Adam: "Just let us try again." 
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Ms. Martino: "Ok, I will come back in 15 minutes to check on you, if you have 
not been able to find a way to work this out then we will have to find 
another solution." 
I moved around the class to observe each group, responding to their questions and 
helping them as needed. After 15 minutes, I returned to Chris, John, Adam, and Mark. 
They were doing a better job but still struggling; Adam was misbehaving and still 
derailing the group. I kept him after class and asked him what I could do to help him. He 
told me that I was not helping enough and that his group had no idea what they were 
doing. I told him that next class I would sit with them if they wanted, but they needed to 
ask for help. Adam was respectful in his discussion with me; I agreed to help the group 
more during class and he agreed to work on his behavior. 
The next time we met, I offered to help Adam's group at the beginning of class; 
Adam quickly explained that he no longer needed my help. When Adam played his 
group's song, it was clear that he had worked on the arrangement outside of class. This 
was significant because it was the first evidence I saw of students connecting their 
engagements with school music outside of school. Adam came into class this day and 
asserted himself as the leader of this group. Even though Adam had been frustrated 
during the previous classes, had used his frustration as motivation to take control of the 
situation and solve the problems within his group after our discussion. This change of 
perception within Adam connected to all three of the research questions ofthis study and 
to themes of empowerment and meaningful musical experiences, both inside and outside 
the classroom (Abrahams, 2005b). In addition, Adam's actions demonstrated themes of 
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increased student motivation and autonomy without the need of working with a teacher 
(Green, 2008). 
My interactions with each of the groups changed as the study progressed. I 
observed, questioned, discussed the needs of each group, and assessed. The students' 
questions showed that they were taking ownership of and engaging with the learning 
process (research questions two and three). The students were genuinely interested in my 
responses because they had direct need and application for the answers to their questions. 
Performance and reflection. As students completed their arrangements and 
prepared to perform, each group had a practice round before their final performance for 
the class. After the practice round, the groups discussed what needed improvement for 
the fmal performance. I encouraged the class to be respectful of their fellow classmates 
and to work together as a group to come up with solutions for improvement. When Evan, 
Sam, and Jeremy performed their song, Sam played a bass line, Evan played the melody, 
and Jeremy performed a drum part that sounded much like the original recording. The 
class offered their feedback: 
Nona: "I thought it was really good, and I was surprised how well the drums fit." 
Pete: "I really liked the beat." 
Noreen: "It pretty much sounded exactly like the song." 
Ms. Martino: "Why did you choose this song?" 
Evan: "We all liked it." [research question one] 
Ms. Martino (to Jeremy): "I would love to learn how to do that on the drum." 
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Jeremy: (smiling) "Ok." 
At the end of the period, I asked everyone to sit in a circle to discuss this project 
and prepare for our next and final project. Moving around the circle, I asked each student 
for their thoughts on the second project and whether they preferred the first or second 
project. All the students liked the second project better because they chose their own 
song, decided on their instruments, and exercised more independence. Some students felt 
more successful this time around because the fust lesson had provided them with 
experience working in groups and playing instruments. Gail commented, "I think it was 
so much more fun the second time. The second time we had already figured out how to 
use the piano and add other instruments, so it was more successful." Carol also mentioned 
that she felt more successful with this project because they had more experience with this 
kind of project. The students feedback was consistent with the research (Abrahams, 
2005a, 2006; Green, 2002, 2008; Loren, 2003) that students will be more engaged in the 
teaching and learning process if they can learn music that is relevant to them in their 
world (research questions two and three). 
From this discussion, I gleaned that the students appreciated the consistency they 
were beginning to find as they developed alternate skill sets in the new classroom 
environment. They felt more confident during the second project because they understood 
more fully how to accomplish the tasks based on the skills they had used in the fust 
project. Rather than boredom with the similarities between the first and second lessons, 
the similarity between the two projects led them to feel more confident in completing the 
tasks. The students were now moving from what Wink (20 1 0) called a place of "I can't" 
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to "I can" (p. 61). During this discussion, students' responses indicated that the success of 
their groups during the two projects had empowered them as musicians and offered them 
a sense of ownership in the learning process (research question one and two). 
As I witnessed their interactions, I realized how much I was learning from my 
students (research question three). During each class period, I learned about the different 
experiences and skills they had acquired outside the traditional music classroom. Jeremy 
took drum lessons outside of school, which afforded him the confidence to experiment 
with playing the hand drum in his group's arrangement. He used a small Djembe-style 
drum and used mallet sticks on the head and the sides of the drum. I was truly impressed 
with Jeremy's playing and would have loved to learn how to play from him. When I 
shared my feelings with him, he responded with a smile and a look of pride on his face 
(research questions two and three). Looking back, I realize that I was so concerned with 
time constraints and completing the lessons I had planned that I missed an opportunity to 
have Jeremy teach the class this interesting drum pattern. The students could have had a 
unique and valuable experience ifl had shifted gears and let Jeremy teach drums to the 
class (research question three). 
Bringing it all together. In my initial lesson plans (see Appendix F), I had hoped 
the culminating project would be an original composition that would integrate the 
informal music learning skills we had developed during the first two lessons with student 
creativity. I presented this idea as a suggestion for the fmal project, and the students 
offered their feedback: 
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Jeremy: "I think we should choose whether we want to copy a song or create our 
" own. 
I was pleased that Jeremy felt confident enough to speak up and offer a suggestion for the 
last project. At this point in the study, I was comfortable with being flexible and allowed 
the groups to choose their final activity. As with our two previous projects, I allowed for 
flexibility in choosing groups. 
Jeremy: "I think we should do not necessarily the same groups but small groups." 
Noreen: "I think we should stay in the same groups." 
John: "Are there any requirements for this project?" 
Ms. Martino: "This is up to you what the requirements are. What should it be? It is 
your last project. What should it be?" 
I posed these questions to the students with the hope that they would come up with their 
own parameters for this last project based on the previous two activities we had 
completed. I noticed from reviewing the recordings of class, especially in the first lesson, 
that I did not seek out the feedback from the students in this way. During this fmal 
project, I sought to embrace the new roles the students and I had stepped into in the 
classroom and allow for our changing perceptions to guide our activities. We continued 
to discuss the final project: 
Ms. Martino: " Ok how many people feel like, first of all you could either create a 
song or you can copy a song like we did in the second project is that what 
you are saying?" 
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Jeremy: "Yeah or change the song around" 
Ms. Martino: "Yeah that is a good one or change the song around." 
The students decided that each group needed to have a piano player in it, and the students 
negotiated who would be in each group based on who played piano as the period ended. 
As the students began working on their final project, every person was involved 
within their group, whether they were playing an instrument, taking notes, or listening to 
a recording. Many groups decided to cover a song rather than create one because they felt 
more comfortable covering a song and they were cognizant of the time constraints for the 
final project. 
Things continued to change as we neared the completion of our time together. I 
noticed a certain calmness and comfort level with the class on this day. Evan, Mark, Sam, 
and John played their instruments quietly. Laura, Gail, and Patty worked on an original 
composition with a four hand piano part, using the keyboard to record a track and play it 
back. Jane, Noreen, and Carol were at the computer looking for a song to work on. Mary, 
Anne, and Nona worked on covering the song "You belong with me" by Taylor Swift. 
Pete, Chris, Jeremy, and Adam worked on an original song. 
There seemed to be fewer questions and more cohesiveness within the groups. I 
was excited that the class had fmally found a rhythm to their activities, but I felt like we 
were just getting started and it was already the penultimate class period. When I checked 
in with the students to fmd out how much time they needed to complete the project, they 
were able to assess what they needed and manage their time to complete the projects; 
they agreed that they would all be ready to perform by the final class. At the end of this 
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class, I noted the following in my researcher journal: 
As I write this I cannot believe that this is it. I remember feeling scared and a little 
overwhelmed when this whole thing began. I had a great group of students. The 
pre-questionnaires really helped in shaping the projects. It was not necessary to 
plan each lesson each moment, because those moments planned themselves. The 
students knew what they liked and what they disliked. They felt comfortable 
expressing their joys and their frustrations. 
When we next met together, I could not believe it was the last class. I 
remembered feeling scared and overwhelmed when the process began, but the students 
and I had made significant progress in our musicianship skills and social interactions. 
After 15 minutes of review, the final performances began. In keeping with the practice of 
our earlier classes, each group presented their arrangement twice. Pete, Adam, Jeremy, 
and Chris performed an original song, and they all looked confident and happy playing 
with each other. They did not talk much between the first and second pass, but at the end 
of the second pass, they all hugged each other. The class responded to the group's 
performance: 
Evan: "It was just really good, it made me just want to get up and dance and clap." 
Ms. Martino: "Why did you guys decide to write something and how did you go 
about doing it?" 
Jeremy: "We just played random stuff." 
Chris: "We like were improvising in the beginning." 
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The next group, Evan, John, Mark, and Sam, also performed an original song. 
After their performance, I asked the group how they went about composing the song. 
John, who had a hard time getting along with his groups for much of the study, took most 
of the credit. The other boys allowed him to take the credit, even though they knew they 
had all played an important role in composing the piece. This was an important moment 
because other boys in this group showed a level of compassion by allowing John, who 
had struggled within the group, to take the credit. This interaction indicated a 
transformation of the boys throughout these nine weeks (research question two). 
As the last groups finished their performances, I thought about the peer directed 
learning, emerging leadership skills, creativity in composing, and an overall enthusiasm 
for learning music by working in groups that had developed over our time together 
(research question one, two, and three). I was impressed with how far each ofthe groups 
had come with the detail they put into their songs, the way the communicated with each 
other, and the focused enthusiasm they had in class. To conclude, I provided the students 
with laptops to fill out the post-study questionnaire. They spent about 20 minutes filling 
out the post-study questionnaire and then we had a pizza party. I thanked all of the 
students for their dedication and work throughout the process and told them how much I 
was looking forward to seeing many of them in my classes the following year. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Presentation and Analysis of Findings 
In the following sections, I present and analyze fmdings from questionnaires, 
interviews, onsite observations, and video recordings of students working together in 
class activities. Also included are themes that emerged from coding and analyzing the 
data. 
Questionnaire Findings 
To gauge where my students were at the outset and conclusion ofthis study, I 
conducted pre-study and post-study questionnaires. 
Pre-study questionnaire. The first part of the pre-study questionnaire examined 
students' identities and musical interests, specifically their favorite songs and artists; 
responses to this part of the survey guided the content of the lessons throughout the study. 
The second part of the questionnaire addressed what students felt was important to be 
taught in the music classroom what activities they enjoyed doing in music class, and their 
relationship with their music teacher (research questions one and two). From their 
responses, 81% of the students thought that it was important to learn the piano at school. 
When asked why, Evan said "Because it is the basic and fundamental instrument, also 
because it prepares you for more instruments." Mary said, "Piano is a good instrument to 
be taught because it is easy to see notes and scales on it." The remaining 19% of the 
students mentioned that drums should be taught in music class. In response to the 
overwhelming desire for opportunities to play the piano, I created keyboard stations. I 
also provided various percussion instruments and drums for those who wanted to pursue 
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those instruments. However, teaching them to play the piano was beyond the scope of my 
research agenda. 
When asked about different musical activities that should be explored in the 
music classroom, the most common responses were more group activities, composing 
opportunities, and, as John said, "Ones where we get to play the instruments a lot." When 
asked about the genres of music that should be taught, the majority of students said 
"Today's music, modem, music, pop, rock, and all kinds of music" (research question 
one). They all agreed that the only music they learned in the music classroom was jazz 
and classical, which was consistent with the gth grade music curriculum. However, that 
curriculum also included improvisation, a form of musical composition, which none of 
the students mentioned in their responses. 
Regarding students' relationship with their music teacher, 69% of the students felt 
similarly to Nona, who said, "I do not think [my current music teacher] knows the music I 
listen to, I am bored in the class." The same percentage of the students felt that none of 
their past music teachers knew what kind of music they listened to outside of the music 
classroom. However, 31% percent of the students felt that some of their past teachers 
were aware of their outside musical interests and that it had a positive effect on them. 
Anne said, "My first elementary school teacher does because she was the best and I think 
she did because she likes to do today's music. It made me feel good we could do things 
we know." Gail commented on the difference between her old and new trumpet teacher: 
"My second trumpet teacher, he knew I loved jazz and the Beatles along with Billy Joel. 
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This made me more interested in trumpet compared to what I am now, which is very 
bored and don't have any reason to practice." These student's responses addressed my 
concern that students felt disconnected to their in-school music education (research 
question three). The lack of connection with their music teachers seemed to be one of the 
primary reasons for this disconnect. 
The third part of the pre-study questionnaire sought to find out what teachers 
should know about students' musical interests as well as students' future musical plans 
beyond Grade 8 (research question one and three). Students felt that teachers should 
know the skill levels of their students before teaching them a lesson. They also felt the 
students should have a say in what they were learning. Most importantly, students felt 
that teachers needed to work harder at keeping students engaged and make music class 
more interesting (research question one and three). Regarding future musical plans, the 
pre-study questionnaire responses indicated that 50% of the students had musical plans 
beyond Grade 8, but most of those plans were groups and lessons outside of school. Only 
3 7% of those students with plans beyond Grade 8 mentioned the school music program. 
Ofthe remaining students, 38% of the students had no musical plans beyond Grade 8 and 
12 % were undecided. 
Pre-study questionnaire summary. After collecting the pre-study 
questionnaires, I removed students' names from their responses and created a summary of 
all the student responses and looked for common themes and began my process of lesson 
creation. Based on student responses, it was clear that our time together needed to involve 
the piano, percussion, composition, group activities, and projects that would keep the 
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students engaged. In addition, students expressed the desire to play instruments more and 
to be more active in the classroom. 
Interview Findings 
Out of all of the different questions that the students could have asked each other 
(see Appendix B) during the peer interview process, the majority of the students were 
interested in learning about when and why their peers listened to music. The answers to 
these questions offer some insight into the contextual aspects of musical preference that 
could inform teacher directed goals to create a more meaningful school music experience 
(research question one). The following excerpts exemplifY the types of questions students 
asked one another relating to musical listening habits. 
Jane: "When do you listen to music and why do you listen to music?" 
Anne: "I listen to music when I am bored and when it is really quiet, because it 
helps you think and it helps me think better?" 
Anne: "Why do you listen to music?" 
Jane: "It relaxes me, it is kind of fun when you are bored to have something to 
listen to. It is entertaining." 
Other students focused specifically on the meaning behind their peer's music listening 
habits and preferences: 
Carol: "Why do you listen to music?" 
Nona: "I listen to music because it is really a great way for people to express 
themselves and it lets me express myself when I listen to them. And music 
83 
really helps me like when I am having a really tough day or having a great 
day. Music is really fun." 
The information that the students provided was consistent with the assertions of Jones 
(2006), Elliott (1995), and Rose (1990) that music is an important part of our everyday 
lives. 
In addition to musical listening habits and preferences, the students felt it was 
important for teachers to know if their students had previously or currently played 
musical instruments. Some students expressed that their music teachers taught lessons 
assuming that students had played instruments, and students without instrumental 
experience were often lost or disconnected from what was happening in the music class. 
Knowing whether students had experience playing musical instruments would allow the 
teacher to incorporate those instruments into the music classroom, thereby increasing 
interest and engagement. Some students had experience playing piano, guitar, and drums 
outside of school, but never had the opportunity to utilize those skills in their music class. 
Many students felt that if teachers knew the students' musical level of proficiency on an 
instrument, the needs and experiences of the students could inform the means of 
accomplishing teacher directed goals (research question one). 
Interview data findings summary. When students were given the opportunity to 
create questions that would inform their music teacher about their musical lives outside 
of school, the students expressed interest in the contexts and meanings behind each 
other's musical preferences, both of which could inform the ways in which their teacher 
sought to accomplish teacher directed goals in a meaningful way (research question one). 
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Students suggested that knowing the specifics of their prior instrumental experience was 
a way for the teacher to engage them more effectively in music classes and to empower 
them as musicians (research question one and two). 
Analysis 
The following analysis adapts Abrahams' (2005b) guiding questions and frames 
the data within the following categories: what the students learned, what I learned, and 
what we learned together. I connect the data to the literature and utilize my findings to 
address the three research questions of the study. 
What the students learned. Throughout the nine-week study, the students solved 
problems as a class and within their groups. From the beginning, I presented lessons to 
the students and the students had freedom to express their opinions and feelings about the 
lessons. This addresses both the first and the second research questions, in that the 
lessons students encountered developed from the information they provided in the pre-
study questionnaire (research question one) and they were able to feel empowered 
(research question two) to express themselves. 
As students formed their own work groups, I started to realize the social and 
political structures inherent in the life of a middle school child (research question three). 
Each lesson required that the groups engage in dialogue in order to decide the process for 
choosing, copying, and arranging a song (research question one and two). In some groups 
this process ran quite smoothly, but in others there was clearly tension "between opposing 
thoughts, ideas, values and beliefs" (Wink, 2010, p. 64). There was dialectic engagement 
in the group of Adam, Chris, and John as they negotiated their contrasting personalities 
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and working style in order to complete this lesson. Adam took charge of the group after 
we discussed what I could do to help after a particularly frustrating class period, and he 
successfully took charge of the group during the next class. Through dialogue, teacher 
facilitation, and peer-leadership, John, Adam, and Chris were able to overcome their 
difficulty working together and complete the lesson successfully. I had not planned for 
the group dynamic challenges that arose when students like Mark or John, who often 
were not chosen to be in a group, ended up in groups by default. These students were 
initially marginalized because of the social dynamic of the classroom, but by the end of 
the study, the students had learned to work together and include everyone in the process 
of making music. 
Consistent with Green's (2008) five factors of informal music learning, the 
students chose the music for themselves, copied the recordings by ear, and learned the 
music in their groups; there was no set directive on how to learn the music, and each 
group was involved in listening, performing, and improvising (Green, 2008). In the post-
study questionnaire (see Appendix C), many students commented that because they had a 
choice in the music they learned, they were able to have fun by experiencing more 
freedom (research question one and three). Compared to my observations before the 
study and the students' pre-study questionnaire responses, the post-study questionnaire 
answers confirmed that the students had experienced a change in perception about music 
class because they had a say in what they were learning. 
The students broadened their realities by acknowledging the talent of their 
classmates (research question one). Many students commented in their post-study 
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questionnaire (see Appendix C), that they did not realize how talented their peers were 
(research question three). In addition, the students realized that they were capable of 
learning music on their own in groups without a teacher telling them what to do every 
step ofthe way (research question two). Mary stated," She was more there to help than to 
teach, which was fun. It really gave us the freedom to figure things out on our own 
instead of always having it just being told to us." As each week went on, I noticed that 
students relied on me less and less and were able to make decisions on their own 
(research question two and three). 
In the post-study questionnaire (see Appendix C), many students commented that 
they felt empowered by the end ofthe study (research question two). They felt that I took 
a less prominent role in the classroom, though I was there when they needed me~ I 
noticed that the students needed me frequently in the beginning of this process; they 
asked questions like "Am I doing this right?" or made comments like "I don't know how 
to do this." However, in the last few weeks of the study, the questions became more about 
the creative aspects of the songs they were copying or composing. For example, Patty 
asked me to suggest some guitar chords that she could add to the arrangement of a song 
she was arranging. As Wink (2010) stated, "Conscientization takes you from the place of 
'I can't' to 'I'll try"' (p. 61 ); the students' progress over the nine weeks took them from 
frustration to success by empowering their individual and collective musicianship 
(research question two). By the time we reached the last few classes, I felt as if the group 
was finally becoming comfortable: the students were calmer, knew what needed to be 
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done, and settled to work as soon as they entered the room (research question three). 
One of the questions included in the post-study questionnaire (see Appendix C) 
was "Has your attitude towards school music changed at all by experiencing this project? 
Please describe why or why not?" From their responses, 65% of the students responded 
"yes" (research question three) and 35% of the students responded "no." Despite their 
answers, two of the students who responded "no" continued to be involved with the 
school band in the years that followed the study. The majority ofthe students that 
responded "yes" to this question felt that their previous music classes were limiting 
because it forced them to look at music in only one way (research question three). To 
corroborate the student responses to this question, I witnessed an increase of the level of 
engagement and enthusiasm from the students from the beginning of the study. This is 
consistent with Green's (2008) study where she noted that students had a positive attitude 
throughout the seven phases of her study. Similar to Allsup's (2003) study, the students 
enjoyed working with their peers and felt that they had the freedom to express their 
musical ideas in a meaningful way. One student commented that she "felt more powerful" 
and that she had the right to "speak up" (research question two)." Another student realized 
that "it is hard to work with others to create music for an entire band (research question 
three)." 
I was thrilled to learn that five of the students wanted to join choir in the year 
following the study (research question three). Though the high school choral program did 
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not include informal music learning activities, the positive relationships that the activities 
of the study fostered between the students and me encouraged these students' interest in 
continuing in the school music program. Based on these five students' desire to join choir, 
I was pleased to see that goals of the study was achieved were a number of the 
participants. 
Through ongoing, formative assessment during the study, I was able to read the 
students' level of engagement, their ability to problem-solve, the ways they worked 
within their groups, and the level of musical creativity displayed in the arrangements of 
the songs they either copied or created. The students expressed in their pre-study 
questionnaire responses that they felt it was important for their music teachers to know 
what their musical skills were in order to better guide the content of their music 
education. While it was difficult for me to know the students' musical skill levels in the 
beginning of the study by watching the videos, I found that each group acquired different 
musical skills based on the needs of their group. For example, John, Adam, and Chris 
learned how to create major chords while working on "Hey Jude." When they learned the 
song, Chris figured out that the melody was in the key of C. However, Adam learned the 
chords in the key ofF. Through discussion and collaboration with me and with each 
other, this group learned how to play the song together in one key and was introduced to 
the concept of transposition. Other students like Chris and Sam felt that they had 
improved their piano skills by participating in the study. Each group learned how to play 
together in an ensemble, which required playing in time with each other and playing in 
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the same key. Since the students chose the pieces they worked on, they had a stronger 
interest in the activities and a greater commitment to solving the problems they 
encountered. Working with their interest and commitment, I was able to address a 
number of teacher directed musical goals through collaboration with the students 
(research question one). In the end, all ofthe students were able to work together in each 
of their ensembles, and two of the groups were able to compose their own song by the 
end ofthe study. 
What I learned. I learned a considerable amount about my own teaching practice 
throughout this study. During my initial observations, I was inwardly very critical of Mr. 
Moss and Ms. Pine. I felt that the students were disengaged, overly energetic, and 
inattentive. Yet, in my first few meetings with the students, I felt overwhelmed by their 
constant talking and unbridled energy. I felt discouraged during first few classes, and I 
wondered whether I would be able to get the students to actively participate in the study. 
Fortunately, as students began engaging with the tasks of the study, their behavior 
became calmer and more focused. Overall, I learned patience with my students and 
improved my ability to look at my own practice critically to enact changes in my teaching 
and communication when necessary (research question three). 
There were problems that the students and I had to address throughout the study. 
At times, there were disagreements, especially during the first lesson when not everyone 
wanted to copy the song "Hey Jude." Despite the fact that the majority of students did not 
vote on which song to copy, I unintentionally fell into the traditional, teacher-centered 
classroom power structure by moving forward with my planned lesson. I realized while 
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reviewing the first lesson that this had happened, and over the course of this study, I 
became more aware of the power structures that exist in traditional classroom settings 
and sought to work against that paradigm. This realization connects to the third research 
question, as my perception of the role of teachers and students shifted by participating in 
the study. 
After watching all of the videos, my view of what a music class could look like 
evolved through the principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy. The 
students and I engaged in a considerable amount of dialogue through problem posing and 
problem solving, and in the end, I learned about myself through those engagements 
(research question three). As a class and in small groups, we often participated in 
problem-posing situations ranging from disagreements within a particular group to 
discussions with the entire class. 
As students came to me with musical questions and concerns, I felt empowered as 
a musician and transformed as a teacher throughout the process; I was able to share my 
years of experience with the students and make music with them as we worked together 
in their groups (research question two). In many ways, I think that the students and I 
travelled down similar paths that began with uncertainty and ended with confidence and 
empowerment. In the beginning of the nine weeks, I felt that I did not have a good sense 
of the students' personalities, whether they would be engaged, and whether the lessons 
would be effective. As we grew together, our constant dialogue in large and small groups 
was essential to the success of the lessons; I think the biggest success was the open 
communication that I developed with the students (research question two). 
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This study allowed me to see the individual talent and potential that the students 
possessed. For example, I watched Chris and Sam develop piano skills over our nine 
weeks together. I also valued that students like Jeremy come to school each day with their 
own set of musical skills and interests that can positively impact the music class (research 
question one). Jeremy's amazing drum ability truly impressed all ofus, and I realized the 
importance of honoring students' abilities by providing opportunities to showcase a 
variety of skills. Jeremy was a role model for the other students, and his peers often tried 
to copy what he was playing or asked him for help with their arrangements. 
I also found that some students struggled with the different and reduced structure 
of the informal music learning environment, which led to some conflicts within in the 
groups. I assumed that all of the students would be eager to be creative, offer their 
opinions, and work collaboratively. While that was the case for many of the students, 
some did express that at times they wished they had the "traditional" music class. 
Considering these students' comments, it is important to not that teachers in traditional 
music classrooms rarely ask or encourage students to think critically or to see themselves 
in the world (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 2011) through their music making. While some 
students in the study became more engaged in music class and even signed up for future 
music classes, other students were uncomfortable and seemingly unaffected by this 
teaching and learning process. I did not anticipate many of the issues that arose while 
developing a new classroom environment, and it is important to acknowledge that 
creating a new learning environment requires a great deal of dialogue between the 
students and the teacher (research question three). 
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What we learned together. The students and I were in continuous dialogue 
throughout the process of this study. This dialogue allowed us to present our varying 
perspectives and to work through problems we encountered. In the beginning of our time 
together, we were all unsure how we would work in the new learning environment. In 
many ways, so much of who we became together resulted from the trust and comfort with 
each other that developed over the nine weeks. Wink (2004) supported this statement in 
her definition of pedagogy: "Pedagogy does not only mean how a teacher teaches. It is 
about the visible and hidden human interactions between a teacher and a learner, whether 
they are in a classroom or in the larger community" (p. 1 ). The factors that led to this 
comfort level were our ability to problem solve through dialogue, our ability to make 
changes when necessary, and lastly the notion that students and I were in this journey 
together to improve our musicianship. 
While the lessons had some guidelines (see Appendix F), the students' autonomy 
within the classroom helped them to feel "important," "happy," and felt like they had an 
effect on the class. This feedback is consistent with Abrahams (2005a) and Green (2002, 
2008), who stated that students are more engaged in the musical activities when they 
have a choice in the material that they learn in class. In addition, the students and I both 
commented that we felt a sense of transformation or what Freire (1970, 1973) and Wink 
(2010) called conscientization (research question two). Wink's (2010) definition of 
conscientization resonated most clearly based on the experiences that students and I had 
together: "Conscientization is a transformation of the learner and teacher as a result of the 
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interaction between the two ofthem" (p. 61). 
The majority of the students felt that nine-week study gave them a new 
appreciation for learning music (research question three). As mentioned above, five of the 
students in the study registered for my choral class. Other students in the study 
considered continuing with instrumental music, but it was not clear whether that would 
be inside or outside of school. Applying the findings of this study to the school music 
department would require reexamination of the general music curriculum in Grade 8 to 
identify changes that might keep students engaged beyond the required music class. 
The activities of this study allowed the students and me to experiment with 
traditional classroom power relationships (research question three). I made every effort to 
include students in the process of planning each lesson through the pre-study 
questionnaire and class discussions. As we worked together, I did not feed the students 
information, and I sought to facilitate an environment where everyone was active and 
involved, aligning with many of the goals of the critical pedagogy framework (Wink, 
201 0). I ultimately felt very comfortable in my role as a facilitator in the informal music 
learning framework (Green, 2008); I enjoyed working with each small group and felt 
prepared to intervene or withdraw when needed. The students and I created a classroom 
environment that allowed for autonomy, discussion, problem-solving, and enjoyment. 
Because both the students and I experienced transformation throughout this process, we 
were able to discover a new classroom environment that was fun, engaging, and allowed 
the students to express themselves through the music that they listen to outside of school. 
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Themes 
After the data were collected, transcribed, coded, and validated, three major themes 
emerged. The following sections describe the emergent themes, offering support from the 
data and connections to the literature for each theme. 
When students have a say in what they learn, they are more enthusiastic and 
engaged. This theme emerged from the codes "student musical preferences" and "student 
empowerment," both of which appeared in all of the data. This theme addresses both the 
second and the third research questions. Similar to the Abrahams et al. (20 11) study, this 
study allowed students to choose what music they would copy, serving to honor their 
musical tastes and preferences in order to connect their outside musical lives with school 
music. The students in this study acknowledged that their ideas and interests were valued. 
Gail stated, "I felt more in control and included in the process of deciding what I learn. I 
liked it better." Adam stated, "I felt glad that [the teacher] listened to me and my ideas 
were actually involved in the program." Jane commented, " I was happy to see the teacher 
was taking our opinions into consideration. I enjoyed the lessons." Evan commented, "It 
felt good that a teacher was fmally listening to the student's point of view and created fun 
activities that we enjoyed while learning." Mrs. 0 commented that, "The atmosphere was 
open, playful, and energetic. The students felt this style of music class was much more 
fun, creative and relevant to them. They enjoyed the autonomy of being able to choose 
their own song to create and chose the group members whom they wanted to work with." 
Bersh (2011), Dewey (1916), and Abrahams (2005b), all agreed that if we want students 
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to be engaged in music class we must consider their perspective. 
Peer directed learning leads to student empowerment and thus increased 
motivation to participate in music. The code of "peer directed learning" appeared in all 
of the data and led to this theme that addressed the second and third research question. 
Throughout the nine-weeks, there were students who stood out as leaders and were happy 
and willing to teach their peers a chord, a melody, a drum beat, or a bass line. 
Interestingly, the students being taught were equally willing to listen and learn from their 
peers. The following was one of many positive interactions that demonstrated peer 
directed learning. 
Jane (to Mary): "You play this (the first chord to "Hey Jude") four times." 
Mary played the chord. 
Jane: "Now it is [the Latin solfit syllables] do do" (Jane showed Mary how to play 
the second chord. Mary played the entire chord progression.) 
Jane: "That's it!" 
The students felt good about themselves. Mary was eager to learn and Jane emerged as 
leader of her group. In a different group, Mary, Gail, Laura, and Patty gave each other 
high fives when they completed their performance of "Hey Jude." The interactions 
between Evan, Sam, and Jeremy offered an excellent example of student modeling and 
peer directed learning. 
By the end of the study, the students realized that they were capable of learning 
music on their own in groups, without a teacher telling them what to do every step of the 
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way (research question two). Mary stated "[The teacher] was more there to help than to 
teach which was fun. It really gave us the freedom to figure things out on our own instead 
of always having it just being told to us." 
Teacher reflections and adjustments can have a significant impact on student 
learning, enjoyment, and achievement. The code "teacher intervention" was relevant 
because it related to my role in the class. It addressed the first, second, and the third 
research questions, as it reflected my own growth and transformation through this 
process. All of the data from the students, outside observations, and my own reflections 
included instances of teacher intervention, which led to this theme. While I had the best 
intentions in the beginning by trying to create a study that would support the 
philosophical framework of critical pedagogy and informal music learning, I did not 
account for my own habits of teaching and my own lack of skills in this new teaching 
environment. By the end of the study, I had become the teacher I wanted to be in the 
beginning of the study. I was there for support when the students needed me to model for 
them on an instrument or answer a question. I found the appropriate balance of when to 
step in and when to observe each group. I spoke much less frequently after the third class, 
and I observed from the video data that the classes began to flow more easily and the 
atmosphere was more relaxed, focused, and productive. 
I assumed that all of the students would thrive in a group-oriented class with the 
freedom to choose the songs to work on. What I did not realize was that some students 
like John would have a very difficult time socially, and those difficulties often translated 
into the problems he had with his groups. He told one of the school counselors that he 
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actually preferred more structure and individual work than this set up. John had difficulty 
in his first two groups but thrived more in the third group. I did not think of the students 
like Mark and John who were often put into groups by default because their peers had not 
chosen them. This experience allowed me to think more about the students in my current 
classes who often are seen as invisible, but have just as much a right to have a voice as 




This chapter describes conclusions of this study through the context of each 
research question. Synthesis of the data and of the literature on the frameworks of critical 
pedagogy and informal music learning addresses the specific elements of each research 
question. 
Research question one. The response to this question addresses informal music 
learning, specifically student choice in musical selections and how it applied to the 
theoretical framework of critical pedagogy to broaden the view of reality for both the 
teacher and the students. 
To what extent do principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy, 
when applied to the teaching of general music to eighth-grade students, broaden 
student musical preferences and connect them with teacher directed goals? 
In the post-study Questionnaire, (see Appendix C) I asked the following question: "Has 
your attitude towards school music changed at all by experiencing this project? Please 
describe why or why not." The majority of the class responded positively, suggesting a 
broadening of their view of the role school music might play in their world. Those 
students who answered no to this question either still maintain their love for music or felt 
that, while this class was fun, their attitudes towards music did not change much. 
Considering the positive responses, Laura stated," I think music classes should be a lot 
more like this. A regular class is sometimes boring. This class was engaging and 
interesting." Similarly, five students specifically mentioned that they had fun during the 
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study, which connects to Green's (2008) statement about the connection between 
enjoyment and motivation: 
For if learners enjoy learning, it follows that they will be more highly motivated 
towards it; if they are more highly motivated, they will be more likely to apply 
themselves; and if they apply themselves, they will be likely, at least in the long 
run to learn more. (p. 93) 
Evan commented about how he learned "how hard it is to work with others to 
create music for an entire band. Because everyone has different opinions about music, it 
is sometimes difficult to compromise and it is impossible to satisfY everyone's desires." 
Evans's quote resonated with my own view of reality in this study, as I realized that 
regardless of how fun the class or how much effort I put into making a class inclusive of 
students' voices, there will be those students who will not enjoy music class. It is 
impossible to please everyone. For example, Adam commented, "I do not like having 
music in school and I don't think it changed my opinion that much at all." While Adam 
struggled throughout the process, he did complete the projects and worked with his peers. 
Despite the transformations I witnessed in his behavior and performance when he 
practiced his group's piece outside of class, his opinion toward music in school did not 
change. 
Based on student responses, it seemed that the majority of students felt that the 
lessons reflected their voice. In a general sense, I can conclude that the groups that were 
friends and got along well were able to have more fun and consistently work toward their 
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goal. This was consistent with Bersh's (2011) study: "The relationships among the 
members of the groups affected how decisions were approached, and which actions were 
taken" (p. 79). On the other hand, in the case of John and Adam, they had so many 
interpersonal roadblocks that it often prevented them from staying with the activities of 
the lesson. Examining the issue of students' voice within the groups themselves emerged 
as an important factor into how each group functioned, but this issue was beyond the 
scope of this study. 
My view of reality also shifted and expanded throughout the study. In the 
beginning, I had hoped to be unusually flexible and able to change the lessons at any 
moment. I expected that the students would to jump in, work autonomously from the 
beginning, and respond to the freedom they would have in the class. In the literature, 
Allsup (2008) and Bersh (20 11) expressed concern over the lack of teacher direction in 
informal music learning. In many of the studies in the literature (Abrahams, 2011; Bersh, 
2011 ), the teacher acted as an observer and the students learned on their own. I realized 
that this study would not have worked at all if this were just a study on informal music 
learning within a required general music class. In much of the literature, students 
volunteered or their instructor selected them as students capable of handling an informal 
learning environn.-ient. In my study, the students were able to choose the class and agreed 
to participate in the study, but they had to complete a music class to fulfill their music 
requirement. I am confident that if I had told the students to learn these songs on their 
own without any help from me, there would have been more conflicts and confusion as to 
how to proceed. Combining the theoretical framework of critical pedagogy was essential 
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to the process because it allowed me to work with the students through dialogue and 
problem-posing, where we worked together to find solutions to large classroom issues 
and group work. 
While I was an active participant in the study as a facilitator, there were moments 
of reflection while viewing the video data that caused me to reconsider and adapt my role 
in the classroom environment. After watching the video footage of the first two classes, I 
realized that I spent a lot of time talking, stopping, and checking in with the class to make 
sure everyone was feeling comfortable. Every time I stopped the class, the momentum of 
the process also came to a halt. Once I asked the students to continue working, it took 
them a few minutes to get back into their own momentum. In subsequent classes, I made 
a conscious effort to speak less and allow the students to work independently; the positive 
results of this decision were clear, and this realization has certainly had a lasting impact 
on my teaching style. 
Research question two. The responses to the post-study questionnaire, the video 
transcriptions, and my own self-reflection contributed to the responses to research 
question two, which was: 
To what extent do principles of critical pedagogy, when applied to the teaching of 
general music to eighth-grade students, facilitate conscientization where students 
and their teacher felt empowered as musicians? 
In the post-study questionnaire, students expressed that they felt valued and happy that 
their ideas were incorporated into the music classroom; Mary stated, "It felt good that a 
teacher was fmally listening to the student's point of view and created fun activities that 
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we enjoyed while learning." This connected with Bersh's (2011) study, which suggested 
that lessons tend to be more enjoyable when students have a say in the music that they 
learn. Gail's comments supported this idea: "It was fun and I felt like I could really have 
an affect on my class, it was empowering." 
The students, observers, and I all noted that as the weeks went on, the students felt 
more autonomous and needed my help less. Mrs. 0 noted in her second observation that 
''They [the students] all got right to work and all groups were enthusiastic and 
collaborated well. Each group was able to take their own path and process." Jane noted, 
"The teacher was much less involved. She merely offered to help in our endeavors, 
instead of taking them over. It allowed for us to get more creative and view things from 
different perspectives." Paul noted that he "felt more important, like I had power in the 
class." 
The students noted in their responses to the post-study questionnaire that they felt 
more empowered through this process. The observers noted that the students seemed 
engaged and felt a sense of autonomy. However, conscientization is not one sided; the 
idea is that the students and the teacher are transformed through the process of teaching 
and learning (Wink, 201 0). Through reviewing the video transcriptions, it seemed as if 
both the students and I became more comfortable with each other and were able to trust 
each other and the process. The students needed me less and I became confident that the 
students could learn and progress with little help from me. Wink (20 1 0) confirms this 
connection between the teachers and the students, "Conscientization enables students and 
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teachers to have confidence in their own knowledge ability, and experiences" (p. 57). 
It was clear that many of the interactions between the students and me were 
teacher-centered in the first three or four classes. However, Wallerstein (1987) pointed 
out that: "In the beginning, teachers should meet student expectations by providing 
structure and asking questions" (p. 41 ). The goal is, as students grow more comfortable 
with their autonomy and the classroom environment, they will begin to ask questions, 
becoming co-learners, and co-teachers (Wallerstein, 1987). The transcriptions show the 
progression from the teacher-centered classroom to the students gaining more autonomy. 
As I gradually passed the power to the students, I began to experience the changes that 
Abrahams (2007) described: 
Critical pedagogy is concerned not only with the students and the change that 
occurs in them as a result of the learning but also with the change that occurs in 
the teacher. In critical pedagogy, not only do the teachers teach the students, but 
also the students, in tum teach the teacher. This effects a transformation of both 
students and their teachers. (p. 230) 
This was the beginning of my transformation through this process. By the end of the 
study, the students and I had grown from a place of uncertainty in the beginning to a 
comfort level that allowed us to feel more comfortable in a learning environment that 
allowed for more freedom. The relationship between the students and me was constantly 
negotiated by problem-posing and dialogue. The success ofthe study lay in allowing 
myself to remain open to any discussion with the students, even if I disagreed with their 
point view. Peterson (2003) discussed the challenges of creating an environment for 
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student empowerment, writing, 'The challenge for the teacher who believes in student 
empowerment is to create an environment which is both stimulating and flexible in which 
students can exercise increasing levels of power while regularly reflecting upon and 
evaluating the new learner-teacher relationship" (p. 312). By the last class the dynamic 
between the students and I had evolved. I felt as if we were just beginning and wondered 
what the class would be like if we had continued into the following weeks, working as 
the empowered and engaged musicians we had started to become together. 
Research question three. The responses to the following question were 
triangulated by the students' responses in their post-study questionnaire, my reflections, 
and the observations of Mrs. Rand Mrs. 0. In addition, the responses connect to the 
literature of informal music learning and critical pedagogy. 
To what extent do principles of informal music learning and critical pedagogy, 
when applied to the teaching of general music to eighth-grade students, facilitate a 
change in perception regarding music in school for students and their teacher? 
By the time of the post-study questionnaire, 65 percent of the students felt that their 
attitude towards school music had changed because of this project. On questionnaires and 
at interviews, they reported that the lessons we did together allowed them to acknowledge 
the talent of their classmates. Jeremy's classmates were so impressed with his ability that 
Patty tried to copy Jeremy's drum pattern in a song she was working on later on. The 
students also had the opportunity to comment on each other's work at the end of each 
project. The end of each project culminated with a performance, with the students 
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offering each other constructive feedback. Often students expressed their interest and 
enjoyment of their peers work. 
My perception towards school music has shifted. I believe general music teachers 
should explore informal music learning more deliberately. Acknowledging that students 
come to the music classroom with a wealth of experiences gleaned from outside of school 
music (Abrahams, 2005a) and using that experience to scaffold (Vygotsky, 1978) and 
generate dialogue (Freire, 1970) was powerful. The informal music learning experiences 
provided rich opportunities for students, with me, to pose and solve problems together 
(Freire, 1970). This is a key principle of teaching influenced by critical pedagogy 
(Abrahams, 2005b; Freire, 1970; McLaren, 2007; Wink, 2010). The experience 
confirmed the research (Bersh, 2011) that suggests when students are engaged in what 
they are doing, they feel valued and part of the learning process. There were many 
instances in this study where I was able to clearly observe that happening. 
When I began this study, I did not consider anything beyond the scope of the 
students I was teaching in the nine-weeks. I did not consider the impact that the 
institution and the nature of traditional schooling would have on my perception. I did not 
think that about the political nature of school or even of this study. The Jack-Rose school 
is a competitive college preparatory school where the teachers and the administrators 
decide "what is taught, how often classes meet, how much money is allocated to each 
school subject or program, and so forth" (Abrahams, 2007, pp. 228-229). Schor (1992) 
described how "Students learn to be passive or cynical in classes that transfer facts, skills, 
or values without meaningful connection to their needs, interests, or community cultures" 
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(p. 18). The students at The Jack-Rose School are very much aware that their test scores 
and grades will enable them to pursue these highly competitive colleges that many expect 
will result in successful careers. I did not think about these issues before I began this 
study, but as McLaren (1998), pointed out, "Critical pedagogy is a way of thinking about 
negotiating, and transforming the relationship among the classroom teaching, the 
production of knowledge, the institutional structures of the school and the material 
relationships of the wider community, society, and nation state" (p. 45). 
Connecting this to the outcomes of the study, I had to consider whether I was able 
to use critical pedagogy to "transcend the constraints that those in power place on them 
(the students)" (Abrahams, 2007, pp. 228-229). I made an effort to acknowledge the 
students' music, their interests, and their ideas; however, I quickly became more aware of 
the politics that occur in schools. It seems that fully implementing a theoretical 
framework of critical pedagogy within a school music setting requires looking beyond the 
music classroom and considering how critical pedagogy as a theoretical framework 
would function within an institution, especially where that approach was not elsewhere 
applied. This would require a philosophical change in how the institution views teaching 
and learning and examine the role of the teacher and the student. I am confident based on 
the changes that I saw in my students over the nine-weeks that informal music learning 
and critical pedagogy could work in the music classroom, but it warrants further 
examination that more fully explores the nature of a critical pedagogy point of view 
within a school setting. Speaking to Mrs. 0 when she observed class, three students 
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reported that they felt more comfortable in a classroom with more structure. Though 
Adam practiced his group's piece outside of school, thus connecting his in- and out-of-
school musical lives, he did not feel his views on school music had changed by the end of 
the study. I realized that I could not expect to change the programmed learning habits of 
students in nine-weeks. While I attempted to create an environment where the students 
could feel free to express themselves and acknowledge their ideas and interests, in the 
end, some students were more comfortable with a more traditional model of teaching and 
learning. These conflicting desires have left me with more questions and ideas for the 
future and have posed problems (Wallerstein, 1987) that might serve as new topics for 
future research. 
Student Feelings and Student Voice 
In my observations of Mr. Moss's and Ms. Pine's classroom, it seemed that the 
group of students I worked with did not have a voice in what they were learning and the 
results were that they were distracted and bored. In this case, because the students had the 
opportunity to work together in groups, perform, and critique each other, they were able 
to acknowledge and honor the talent of their peers. Wallerstein (1987) discussed the 
importance of acknowledging the 'hidden voices' that students come to school with each 
day. In the Jack-Rose school, it seemed that students' voices were hidden because they 
were not given the opportunity to express their ideas and interests in their previous music 
classes. In addition, from what I observed, the learning process was very teacher-centered 
with no autonomy for the students. In my study, the pre-study questionnaire served as the 
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starting point to find out the students' likes and dislikes in music. Lessons were created to 
honor those likes and dislikes with room for discussion and dialogue throughout the 
process. Giroux (2005) referred to this as having a voice: 
Voice quite simply, refers to the various measures by which students and teachers 
actively participate in dialogue. It is related to the discursive means whereby 
teachers and students attempt to make them "heard" and to define themselves as 
active authors of their worlds. (p. 199) 
The students did state that they felt that the lessons expressed their ideas. Chris 
commented, "I think music classes should be a lot more like this. A regular class is 
sometimes boring. This class was engaging and interesting." Green (2011) stressed the 
importance of learning music of one's choice and playing that music with their friends as 
essential to student engagement: 
Playing music of one's own choice, with which one identifies personally, 
operating both as a performer and a composer with like-minded friends, 
and having fun doing it must be high priorities in the quest for increasing 
numbers of young people to benefit from a music education which makes 
music not merely available, but meaningful, worthwhile and participatory" 
(p.216). 
Similar to Bersh's (2011) study, many students reported that they felt more confident at 
the end of this study. 
Addressing the goal of encouraging students to continue formal school music 
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beyond grade eight, the number of students who responded positively to participating in 
school music in the future is significant. That is, when asked about their musical plans 
beyond grade eight, seven students from this study registered for music class in the high 
school. While this is less than half the class, it is the same amount as the total number of 
students from the other three general music sections (n=49). In addition, five out of those 
seven students will continue with me in choir in the high school. The significance of 
these numbers is important because these seven students had not registered for music 
class in the high school prior to this study. I built a relationship with these students. Many 
of them, especially those that signed up for my class, trusted me and we developed a 
positive rapport during our time together. It was through this trust and dialogue that our 
relationships grew to a new level. Nona initially doubted the value of the study, but grew 
to appreciate it more: "I thought it was good. I did not think it was all that fun at frrst. 
Then I thought the more into the class we were, the better the class was." Laura shared 
the same sentiment: "To be honest, before this program even started I was very doubtful it 
would work. I've been a part of many programs that have had great plans and sound great 
in the teacher's speech but end up being a bust. I really had a good experience in this 
class." Similarly, Paul expressed his positive feelings for the study. "I felt very engaged 
and I can safely say it was the best music/creative experience I've had in school. If it was 
possible, I think it would be great to expand this project to other schools." It was these 
shifts in perceptions about how the students felt about the study in the beginning and the 
positive feelings that they felt in the end that contribute to their desire to continue to 
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study music with me in the following year. In addition, like Bersh's (2011) study, "The 
nature of informal learning contexts, characterized by student participation in music-
making, facilitates student interest and enthusiasm" (p. 19). It was this combination of 
critical pedagogy and informal music learning that led to these students' desire to join 
choir class with me next year. 
Unexpected Issues and A New Awareness 
As is frequently the case in qualitative research, I found something unexpected. 
When the study was designed, I believed that it would be paramount to have input from 
the students (Abrahams, 2005b) to discover what music they liked and disliked in order 
to co-create lessons that would engage them in class. In hindsight and looking at the data, 
I realized that I ultimately made all of the instructional decisions, whether I considered 
the students' input or not. Thus, I realized that even in informal learning experiences in 
school, the teacher is at the center of the instruction (Folkestad, 2006; Isbell, 2012). The 
teacher still plans the learning goals, scaffolds the content, monitors progress, and 
assesses the outcomes. While seven of the students decided to join choir for the year 
following the study, the rest of the class did not express the same enthusiasm. Perhaps 
more skillful facilitation of the activities of the study could have effected a positive 
change in more of the students involved. 
Because I was planned to use students' feedback to create lessons that represented 
the students' world and since I planned to be open for change throughout the process, I 
falsely assumed I could create an environment with neutral power relationships. 
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Education is always political (Abrahams, 2005a; Freire, 1970) because ofthe nature of 
traditional schooling and the power that teachers have over students in the classroom. 
While I created a pre-study questionnaire (see Appendix A) to influence the lessons in the 
study, I had the power to include or discard students' feedback. While the students and I 
had moments when we had disagreements over a plan of action or an interaction, in the 
end I was the one with the power to make a fmal decision about how to proceed. Based 
on the literature and my experiences during this study, I know understand that teachers, 
by the historic nature of their role, are automatically in a position of power. At the same 
time, most students would like to have a voice and work with a teacher who will validate 
their opinions, thoughts, and ideas. The solution seems to be an awareness of how to 
balance the traditional power structures of schooling and the needs of the students. Part of 
acknowledging the balance of power in this study was to engage the students in problem-
posing and dialogue (Abrahams, 2005b; Giroux, 2005 McLaren, 2007) throughout the 
study. Together we discussed problems with their projects as a class and in individual 
groups. While ultimately I was the one responsible and in control of the classroom, the 
balance of power shifted and the students emerged as leaders and felt more in control of 
the process. Abrahams et al. (20 11) described the shifting of power that can occur in the 
theoretical framework of critical pedagogy, "Power relationships inside the classroom and 
ensemble rehearsal changed while teachers gained a greater respect for their student's 
abilities and the students gained a greater respect for their teacher's abilities" (p. 31 0). 
There is a delicate balance in attempting to figure out how much direction and guidance 
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to give the students without doing too much or too little. In my current teaching, I 
continue to reflect on this balance of how much direction is too much or too little. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
An appropriate next step would be a longitudinal study in which the researcher 
would observe the students for at least six months to get a sense of the interaction with 
their regular music teacher in addition to a stronger idea of whether a longer term study 
would promote a positive attitude toward music in school. I felt there was not enough 
contact time between the students and me in the classroom during this study. Before the 
process began, I felt prepared with my plans for each lesson. However, because the 
students decided how long each project would last, the time frame for each project was 
longer than originally anticipated. Some students noted in their post-study questionnaire 
that they decided not to compose an original piece of music in the last project because 
they felt that they lacked time to complete it. In my design, I did not account for the fact 
that in any classroom there needs to be time where the students and the teacher get to 
know each other, and there is always an adjustment period with a new environment. 
Next, an investigation of the impact of grading on a study such as this one is an 
area for further research. The students did not receive a grade during my time with them, 
and I planned not to grade any of the students during the study. In their regular general 
music class, students received a pass/fail grade and a narrative comment from each 
general music teacher at the end of each trimester. If I continued to teach eighth-grade 
general music using this informal model, I would feel comfortable writing a narrative 
comment and giving a pass/fail grade. The only way I would imagine someone failing 
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this course would be if the student failed to contribute to his or her learning in class. This 
is hard for me to imagine based on the level of engagement the students in the current 
study displayed. However, the ways in which I would handle a more traditional grading 
system while employing applications of informal music learning and critical pedagogy in 
the classroom would require further research. 
My final suggestion for future research would be to replicate this study with 
different age groups. I wonder if informal music learning and critical pedagogy 
applications would work at the elementary school level? Are students of this age too 
young for critical thinking and understanding how to handle autonomy? Is it possible for 
these applications to work at the elementary level, but to a lesser degree? My thought is 
that students of any age should have a voice in their music classroom--even a second 
grader comes to school with a musical identity from their home or community. 
Acknowledging that the identities of adolescent children are in flux, I wonder about the 
efficacy of music teachers exploring their students' musical identities at a young age so 
by the time the students reached middle school, all students would be engaged because of 
their involvement in the learning process all along? 
Conclusion 
This study sought to investigate the potentials of informal music learning (Allsup, 
2003; Bersh, 2011; Green, 2002, 2008) and critical pedagogy (Abrahams, 2005a, 2007; 
Freire, 1970, Wink, 201 0) as theoretical frameworks to connect students' outside musical 
lives with the music lessons of the classroom general music program. This study grew out 
of the growing concern that at the Jack-Rose school, students do not choose to continue 
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their participation in music classes after Grade 8. As the chair of the performing arts 
department, I ultimately had to address this problem. 
At the conclusion of the study, I am left with questions: How much involvement 
by the teacher in an informal environment is too much? Were there moments when I 
should have stepped back more and allowed the students to problem solve more on their 
own? If I were to teach a class based on this study with a different group of students, 
what changes would I need to make in order to stay true to the theoretical framework of 
critical pedagogy and informal music learning? While the variety of interplay between 
the students and me throughout the study brought about many of these questions, I 
learned a great deal from working together with my students. Overall, the majority of the 
students were engaged in this process, and many of the students planned to continue 
music classes beyond this course. For these reasons and because of my own 
transformation, the outcomes of this study led me to further investigate implementation 
of informal music learning in the other middle school and high school courses I teach. 
This study taught me to think about the relationship between teaching and 
learning. Wink (20 1 0) described the importance of praxis in critical pedagogy: "Praxis is 
the constant reciprocity of our theory and our practice. Theory building and critical 
reflection inform our practice and action, and our practice and our action inform our 
theory building and critical reflection" (p. 73). In my own reflection, I connect with 
Giroux's (2011) definition of pedagogy. "For me, pedagogy is part of an unfinished 
project intent on developing a meaningful life for all students" (p. 6). I hope in my own 
work to continue to create an environment where the students feel that their voices are 
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heard, remain engaged, and feel empowered in their learning. While I realize that this 
will not happen with all students all the time, it is something that is important to strive for 
in teaching and learning. 
Epilogue 
The middle school music program at the Jack-Rose school was struggling before 
and during the time of this study, and it continues to struggle. Students and parents are 
unhappy with the general music program. The enrollment in future music classes beyond 
grade eight continues to drop and the teachers are at a loss as to how to better engage 
their students. As the chair of the department, I am ultimately responsible for the 
growth-or in this case the decline-of this program. During the 2011-2012 school year, 
I offered some curricular suggestions to the middle school staff based on my work in my 
study. I suggested that each of the three teachers (dance, choral, instrumental), involve 
the students more in the teaching and learning process. The choral program became more 
successful because of a staff change-the new hire was willing to find out what the 
students wanted to learn; they were excited to come to class, and some even joined the 
new teacher's extra-curricular group. Unfortunately, the dance and instrumental programs 
became chaotic and very little was taught or learned. In the dance program, students 
created their own dances to popular music, but there were no lesson plans to guide 
students' growth and learning. The instrumental music instructor decided not to involve 
the students at all and continued to assign music theory worksheets while students 
learned very basic songs on a variety of instruments. This level of inconsistency became 
a growmg concern. 
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The administration wants to see more middle school performing groups at the two 
annual concerts. In the 2011-2012 school year, the largest middle school group was the 
choir, which only included fifteen students. For the 2012-2013 school year, all middle 
school students participated in either choir or band, and dance will become an elective. 
While some may consider this a step backward to an archaic model of middle school 
music, my hope is that I will become more hands on with the middle school instructors in 
working with them to engage their students. In the end, I report to the administration, 
who would like to see more middle school students performing on stage. My hope for the 
2012-2013 school year is to help the middle school teachers create an environment where 
the students' interests and ideas are considered, valued and that they will be more 
engaged. In the 2012-2013, I will teach a music composition class in the high school. I 
am excited to apply the theoretical framework of critical pedagogy and informal music 
learning with this group of students. 
In September of 2012, I emailed the students who participated in this study and 
asked them to update me on their musical activities inside and outside of school. Evan is 
currently in his second year in my piano class and performed Beethoven's Moonlight 
Sonata at our winter concert. Nona, Carol, Pete, and Jane are in their third year of choir 
with me. Mary was enrolled in a music theory course last year in our school, sang in the 
chamber singers group, and continued to play piano outside of school. Mark and John are 
in their third year of high school band. Laura and Noreen are no longer at the Jack-Rose 
school. Although the other students are not currently enrolled in music courses, we 






Age _____ _ 
PART I 
1. What styles/genres of music do you like the most and why? 
2. Who are your favorite musical artists and why? 
3. Do you own an iPod or a device that plays back music? If so list five songs or CD 
titles you listen to regularly. 
4. Why do you listen to music? 
5. Please share some of your musical memories outside of school? 
6. Please share some of your musical memories in school? 
7. Do you or did you ever play a musical instrument in school? If so, what is the 
name of the instrument and for how long did you play it? 
8. If you played a musical instrument and stopped, why did you stop playing? 
9. Do you or did you take music lessons outside of school? 
10. If you did take musical lessons outside of school on what instrument did you take 
lessons? 
11 . What styles of music do you normally enjoy playing at these lessons or when you 
practice? 
PART II 
1. What instruments do you think should be taught in the music classroom at school 
and why? 
118 
2. What types of musical activities do you do you think should be explored in the 
music classroom at school and why? 
3. What styles/genres of music do you think should be taught at school and why? 
4. Does your current music teacher know what kind of music you listen to outside 
the music classroom? 
5. Did any of your past music teachers know what kind of music you listened to 
outside the music classroom? If yes, how do you know they knew and how did 
that make you feel? 
6. What styles of music do you most often learn about in the music classroom? 
PART III 
1. What are your future musical plans beyond grade eight? 
2. What information do you think teachers should have about students when creating 
musical lessons for the classroom? 
3. Have you ever been criticized by adults for the music you listen to? Please 
explain. 
4. Do you participate in a musical activity, choir, church group, rock band outside 
of school? 
5. If so, how is that experience similar or different from your school experience with 
music? 
6. What do you think teachers need to do to keep students involved in music beyond 
the required courses? 
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7. If you were conducting a questionnaire of eighth-grade students, what are some 
important questions you would ask to fmd out about their musical lives outside of 
school and how it is (or is not) represented in the music classroom in school? 
8. Please take this opportunity to write anything else you would like to share about 
your musical interests/background outside of school and/or how you feel about 




Student Interview Questions 
The following is a summary of the responses from part III of the pre-study questionnaire 
(see Appendix A) where I asked the students the following question, What are some 
questions you w~mld ask to fmd out about students musical lives outside of school and 
how it is (or is not) represented in the musical classroom in school? The students had the 
option of using questions from this list or any other question they wanted to ask. 
1. Do you want to do music classes outside of class? 
2. Why they enjoy listening to the types of music they listen to. If its personal rather 
than fun. 
3. I would ask them what music they like, what they would like to learn, how to play 
better, and why do they think teachers don' t understand. 
4. What types of music do you listen to outside of school and why do you listen to 
that music? 
5. What types of music do you dislike and why? 
6. How can these musical preferences be expressed in school? 
7. Do you enjoy your musical class? 
8. What activities would you participate in better than others? 
9. What they think of the music classes we have been taking and what music they 
listen to? 
10. Have you ever been to a concert? What led you to that event? 
11. What is the artist you mainly listen to? 
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12. Why do you listen to music? 
13. What type of music do you listen to? Do you play instruments? 
14. What kind of musical background to you have outside of school? 
15. Most of the ones you are asking? 






1. Did you feel that the teacher used your ideas provided in the initial questionnaire 
for classroom activities? If yes, what specific activities or lessons were created 
from the information provided? 
2. If you answered yes to question one, how did it feel to have your ideas included in 
the music activities? If no, how do you think the teacher could have included your 
ideas and interests in the lessons and activities? 
3. What was your most favorite activity and why? 
4. What was your least favorite activity and why? 
5. What types of musical activities do you do you think should be explored in the 
music classroom at school and why? 
6. What styles/genres of music do you think should be taught at school and why? 
7. What was the teacher's role in the classroom and how was it the same or different 
from traditional music class? 
8. How did you feel about the teacher' s role in the classroom? 
9. What information do you think teachers should have about students when creating 
musical lessons for the classroom? 
10. Has your attitude towards school music changed at all by experiencing this 
project? Please describe why or why not? 
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11. What are your future musical plans beyond grade eight? 
12. What do you think teachers need to do to keep students involved in music beyond 
the required courses? 
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AppendixD 
INFORMED CONSENT FORM (parents) 
Title of Project: Applications of Critical Pedagogy with 8th Grade General Music 
Students: An Action Research Study. 
Purpose 
We would like permission to enroll your child as a participant in this research study. The 
purpose of this study is to find ways to better understand students' outside musical lives 
and use those experiences as a basis for creating more meaningful musical experiences in 
the classroom. The Principal Investigator, Jackie Martino, is a Doctoral student at Boston 
University and the project is being completed for her dissertation research. 
Procedures 
Students enrolled in this study will participate in their regularly scheduled music class. 
There will be no additional commitment outside the classroom. The study will take place 
over the course of an 8 week time period. 
If you give permission for your child to participate in this study, we would ask him/her to 
participate in a pre and post narrative questionnaire where students will describe their 
musical preferences and interests outside of school, their attitudes towards school music 
and their musical experiences. Students will have the opportunity to interview your peers, 
participate in an online blog, and keep a journal throughout this process. This data will 
help inform future lessons and provide the necessary feedback to the researcher 
throughout the study. The use of joumaling will also allow the students to reflect on their 
on thoughts and feelings throughout the process. All of the class sessions will be 
videotaped so that we can objectively review the teaching and learning process for further 
improvement. Please be advised that the videotape will only be used for this study and 
any information collected from this study will be strictly confidential. If you do not wish 
to have your child videotaped, please let me know. 
Risks and Discomforts 
There are no known risks associated with participation in this study. If your child does 
not feel comfortable at any point during the process, they are welcome to refrain from 
further participation. 
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Benefits 
This study will contribute to the understanding how valuing students' musical lives 
outside the school setting and using that knowledge to help plan and inform music 
teaching and learning might positively influence students and teacher perceptions toward 
the relevance of music in school. Students will not receive any benefits for participating 
in this study. 
Compensation 
Students will not receive any compensation for participating in this study. 
Confidentiality 
Students' answers to the surveys, videotaped classes, journal responses, and interviews 
will be kept confidential and may not be disclosed, unless required by law or regulation. 
The information that the students will provide will be used using alias names for his/her 
protection in a narrative form. No identifiable information will be included in any 
presentation or publication. 
Data will be stored in locked files only accessible to the Principal Investigator and her 
dissertation advisor and destroyed at the end of the research. All research data will be 
assigned a code. The list that links the name of the subjects to their code will be kept 
separately in a locked cabinet. The signed consent forms will be kept separate from the 
research data. All video recordings will be transcribed within six months. The tapes will 
then be erased. 
Voluntary Participation 
Students' participation in this research study is purely voluntary. Should the student 
discontinue participation, all data previously collected will be destroyed. Students may 
refuse to answer any question in the interview or on the questionnaires. Students that 
choose not to participate will not be videotaped. Those students who wish to discontinue 
participation will not be videotaped in future classes. Any data collected via 
questionnaire, journal response or videotape will not be used in the study. 
Contacts 
If you have any questions regarding this research either now or at any time in the future 
please fell free to ask them. The Principal Investigator- Jackie Martino at 203-322-3496 
ext. 341 or jackie55@bu.edu will be happy to answer any questions you may have. 
Questions may also be addressed to the dissertation adviser-Professor Karen Snell at 
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karensnell@rogers.com. You may obtain further information about your child's rights as 
a research subject by calling David Berndt, the coordinator of the Boston University 
Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-353-4365 or 
dbemdt@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
I have read this consent form. All my questions have been answered. I will allow my 
child to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name of Subject 
Signature of Subject/Parent Date 
Permission to Videotape Date 
Person Obtaining Consent Date 
127 
Boston University College of Fine Arts 
855 Commonwealth Avenue 
Boston, Massachusetts 02215 
T 617-353-3350 F 617-353-5331 
www.bu.edu/cfa 
Appendix£ 
ASSENT FORM (consent for minors) 
Title of Project: Applications of Critical Pedagogy with gth Grade General Music 
Students: An Action Research Study. 
Purpose 
We would like permission to enroll you as a participant in this research study. The 
purpose of this study is to find ways to better understand students' outside musical lives 
and use those experiences as a basis for creating more meaningful musical experiences in 
the classroom. The Principal Investigator, Jackie Martino, is a Doctoral student at Boston 
University and the project is being completed for her dissertation research. 
Expected Duration 
There will be no additional commitment outside the classroom. The study will take place 
over the course of an14-week time period during your regularly scheduled class. 
Procedures 
Your parents will receive a consent form. If you agree to participate, we will ask you to 
participate in a pre and post questionnaire. The questionnaire will ask you to describe 
your musical preferences and interests outside of school, your attitudes toward school 
music, and other musical experiences. The information you provide on the pre-
questionnaire will influence the lessons and activities that will happen in the classroom. 
You will have the opportunity to interview your peers, participate in an online blog, and 
keep a journal throughout this process. This data will help inform future lessons and 
provide the necessary feedback to the researcher throughout the process. All of the class 
sessions will be videotaped so that we can objectively review the teaching and learning 
process for further improvement. Please be advised that the videotape will only be used 
for this study and any information collected from this study will be strictly confidential. 
If you do not wish to be videotaped please let me know. 
Risks and Discomforts 
If you do not feel comfortable at any point throughout the process, you may decline from 
further participation in the study. 
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Benefits 
This study will contribute to the understanding how valuing students' musical lives 
outside the school setting and using that knowledge to help plan and inform music 
teaching and learning might positively influence students and teacher perceptions toward 
the relevance of music in school. Students will not receive any benefits for participating 
in this study. 
Compensation 
Students will not receive any compensation for participating in this study. 
Confidentiality 
Your answers to the questionnaires, videotaped classes, and interviews are confidential 
and will not be disclosed, unless required by law or regulation. The information that you 
will provide will be used using alias names for your protection in a narrative form. No 
identifiable information will be included in any presentation or publication. 
Data will be stored in locked files only accessible to the Principal Investigator and her 
dissertation advisor and destroyed at the end of the research. All research data will be 
assigned a code. The list that links the name of the subjects to their code will be kept 
separately in a locked cabinet. The signed consent forms will be kept separate from the 
research data. 
All video recordings will be transcribed within six months. The tapes will then be erased. 
Voluntary Participation 
Your participation in this research study is purely voluntary. You can decide at any time 
to withdraw from this study. Should you discontinue participation, all data previously 
collected will be destroyed. You can at any point refuse to answer any question in the 
interview or on the questionnaires. Students that choose not to participate will not be 
videotaped. Those students who wish to discontinue participation will not be videotaped 
in future classes. Any data collected via questionnaire, journal response or videotape will 
not be used in the study. 
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Contacts 
If you have any questions regarding this research either now or at any time in the future, 
please fell free to ask them. The Principal Investigator- Jackie Martino at 203-322-3496 
ext 341 or jackie55@bu.edu will be happy to answer any questions you may have. 
Questions may also be addressed to the dissertation supervisor-Professor Karen Snell at 
or at karensnell@rogers.com. You may obtain further information about your child's 
rights as a research subject by calling David Berndt, the coordinator of the Boston 
University Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research at 617-353-4365 or 
dbemdt@bu.edu. 
Agreement to Participate 
I have read this consent form. All my questions have been answered. I agree to 
participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form. 
Name of Subject 
Signature of Subject Date 
Permission to Videotape Date 




Take a Sad Song and Make It Better 
Copying "Hey Jude" 
General Music Grade 8 
March 26, 29 and April 6, 2009 
PREPARE 
(before the lesson) 
Focusing (Essential) question: 
In what ways will students find that engaging collaboratively in the copying 
of a popular song, with minimal intervention from the teacher, nurtures and 
empowers their individual and collective musicianship? 
Objectives: what the learners will 
Be able to do (behavioral objective)- In groups, and working 
independently of the teacher, students will be able to copy the song "Hey 
Jude" using keyboards, percussion, and vocals and perform it for the class. 
(Research Question 1) 
Understand (cognitive objective)- Students will apply their prior musical 
knowledge and keyboard skills to make informed musical decisions relative 
to musical texture as they complete an original cover version of "Hey Jude." 
(Research Question 2) 
Encounter (experiential objective) Students will experience the journey of 
a composer and arranger, and the challenges of collaborative decision-
making, as they copy a version of "Hey Jude" with minimal intervention from 
their teacher. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Perceive differently (critical objective) Students will come to respect the 
complexity of musical problems that arrangers must solve and the musical 
decisions a creative team must make when engaged in the making of a cover 
arrangement. (Research Questions 2 and 3) 
Materials: Keyboard, laptop computer, headphones, recording of"Hey Jude" by 
The Beatles and another from the film, Across the Universe, pencil and paper. 
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PRESCRIBE 
(during the lesson) 
Partner (Honor THEIR world by beginning with an experience students bring to 
the classroom. Include time for collaboration through sharing and dialogue.) 
Prior to class, students will suggest a song they would like to copy. In class, they will 
vote to select the song that they copy. (Research Question 1) 
Present: (Sequence of the Jesson steps. Take the learning from THEIR world to the 
world of the classroom. Present the information and allow time for students to 
practice. Engage critical thinking, problem posing and problem solving.) 
Students will put themselves in groups of four and gather in front of workstations 
that include, keyboard, laptop computer, speakers and headphones. 
Teacher will play versions of the "Hey Jude" as performed by the Beatles and as 
performed in the film Across the Universe and place both versions in an iTunes 
playlist on each laptop computer. With the teacher, students will discuss the 
similarities and differences between the two versions. Teacher poses the following 
problem: 1. What do you need to know in order to figure out how to play this song? 
2. How should you go about doing this? And then asked 3. What is unclear?, and 4. 
What skills can I help you attain? All discuss. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Students will learn varying degrees of skills in relation to chord progressions, 
melody, key signatures, rhythm, and song form depending on the needs of each 
group. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
The groups select one version of the song to copy. The teacher distributes paper and 
pencils to each group and asks that students take notes on their process and list who 
was playing what instrument, letter names for the notes of the song they were 
learning, or any other ideas or questions that came to their minds. 
Personalize: (Make the learning personal to the student. Provide opportunities for 
creativity and for students to be musicians. Encourage creativity and innovation.) 
Over the course of three classes, students will copy the recording and prepare to 
perform their version for the class. (Research Question 1) 
Perform: (Communicate and share the new learning through performance 
demonstration or exhibition.) 
132 
Each group performs their version for the class and their classmates will offer 
feedback to their peers. After all the groups perform, the class will gather in a circle 
and offer their feedback on this lesson and make suggestions for their next lesson. 
They will answer the following questions: 
1) What did you know about music that helped you with this project? 
2) What did you not know about music and would like to learn for the next 
project? (Research Questions 1, 2, and 3) 
Assessment: 
PROCESS 
(after the lesson) 
Formative -By observing the students throughout the process, the teacher 
monitors ongoing learning. (Research Question 1) 
Summative - By copying "Hey Jude", students demonstrate sophisticated 
musical skills and competencies. (Research Question 2) 
Integrative -By answering questions asked by the teacher, students 
acquire the data to answer the focusing question (Research Question 1). 
Students ensures that each arrangement represents the collaborative efforts 
ofthe group. In addition, the groups submit their copy to the teacher and 
share with other members of the class when they feel it represents what the 
group intends and presents each student's worldview in a coherent manner 
(Research Questions 2 and 3). Copying the arrangement of"Hey Jude" was a 
catalyst to nurture and empower emerging musicianship and change student 
and teacher perceptions of their musical self (Research Question 3). 
Lesson Plan Format© Frank Abrahams, 2011. 
Used with Permission. 
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I love this song! 
Copying a popular music song. 
General Music Grade 8 
April 16, 26, 28, May 10, 12, 13 2009 
PREPARE 
(before the lesson) 
Focusing (Essential) question: 
In what ways will students find that engaging collaboratively in the choosing 
and copying of a popular song, with minimal intervention from the teacher, 
nurtures and empowers their individual and collective musicianship? 
Objectives: what the learners will 
Be able to do (behavioral objective)- In groups, and working 
independently of the teacher, students will choose a song to copy, the 
instrumentation and arrangement and perform it for the class. (Research 
Question 1) 
Understand (cognitive objective)- Students will apply their prior musical 
knowledge and instrumental skills to make informed musical decisions 
relative to musical texture as they complete an arrangement of their song 
choice. (Research Question 1) 
Encounter (experiential objective) Students will experience the journey of 
a composer and arranger, and the challenges of collaborative decision-
making, as they copy a song of their choice with minimal intervention from 
their teacher. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Perceive differently (critical objective) Students will come to respect the 
complexity of musical problems that arrangers must solve and the musical 
decisions a creative team must make when engaged in the making of a cover 
arrangement. (Research Questions 2 and 3} 
Materials: Keyboard, laptop computer, headphones, percussion instruments, 
guitar, pencil and paper. 
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PRESCRIBE 
(during the lesson) 
Partner (Honor THEIR world by beginning with an experience students bring to the 
classroom. Include time for collaboration through sharing and dialogue.) 
Prior to class, teacher reviewed responses from the pre-study questionnaire where 
the students expressed the desire to play in groups and learn music they listen to 
outside the classroom. (Research Question 1) 
Present: (Sequence of the lesson steps. Take the learning from THEIR world to the 
world of the classroom. Present the information and allow time for students to 
practice. Engage critical thinking, problem posing and problem solving.) 
Students will put themselves in groups of four and gather in front of workstations 
that include, keyboard, laptop computer, speakers and headphones. Students will 
have access to various percussion instruments and a guitar if needed. 
Students will listen to various songs on their ipods and brainstorm different ideas 
for a song to copy. Teacher poses the following problem: 1. How will you decide 
what song to copy? 2. What will your process entail in copying a song? 3. How will 
you decide the instrumentation of the song? 4. What role will everyone in the group 
have in figuring out the song? How will you work together in figuring out the song? 
(Research Question 1) 
The groups select a song to copy, assign the instruments and prepare to perform the 
song for the class. 
The teacher will provide individual instruction to each group as needed. The teacher 
will coach each group as questions arise and the teacher will help each group attain 
the skills needed to copy the songs of their choice. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Students will learn different songs and styles. Students will learn varying degrees in 
relation chords, melody, key signatures, and rhythmic complexity depending on the 
needs of each group. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Personalize: (Make the learning personal to the student. Provide opportunities for 
creativity and for students to be musicians. Encourage creativity and innovation.) 
Over the course of six classes, students will copy the recording and prepare to 
perform their song choice for the class. (Research Questions 1, 2, and 3) 
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Perform: (Communicate and share the new learning through performance 
demonstration or exhibition.) 
Each group performs their version for the class and their classmates will offer 
feedback to their peers. After all the groups perform, the class will gather in a circle 
and offer their feedback on this lesson and make suggestions for their next lesson. 
(Research Questions 1, 2, and 3) 
Assessment: 
PROCESS 
(after the lesson) 
Formative -By observing the students throughout the process, the teacher 
monitors ongoing learning. (Research Question 1) 
Summative - By copying a song of their choice, students demonstrate 
sophisticated musical skills and competencies. (Research Question 1) 
Integrative- By answering questions asked by the teacher, students acquire 
the data to answer the focusing question (Research Question 1). Students 
ensures that each arrangement represents the collaborative efforts of the 
group. In addition, the groups submit their copy to the teacher and share 
with other members of the class when they feel it represents what the group 
intends and presents each student's worldview in a coherent manner 
(Research Questions 1, 2, and 3). Copying the arrangement of a song of their 
choice was a catalyst to nurture and empower emerging musicianship and 
change student and teacher perceptions of their musical self (Research 
Question 3). 
Lesson Plan Format© Frank Abrahams, 2011. 
Used with Permission 
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To compose or not to compose! 
Creating original music or copying a popular song. 
General Music Grade 8 
May 19, 21, 28,2009 
Focusing (Essential) question: 
PREPARE 
(before the lesson) 
In what ways will students find that engaging collaboratively in either 
composing an original song or choosing and copying a popular song, with 
minimal intervention from the teacher, nurtures and empowers their 
individual and collective musicianship? 
Objectives: what the learners will 
Be able to do (behavioral objective)- In groups, and working independently 
of the teacher, students will either compose an original song or choose a song 
to copy. The students will choose the instrumentation and arrangement of 
the song and perform it for the class. (Research Question 1) 
Understand (cognitive objective)- Students will apply their prior musical 
knowledge and instrumental skills to make informed musical decisions 
relative to musical form, style, and texture, as they complete an arrangement 
of their original song or copied song choice. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Encounter (experiential objective) Students will experience the journey of a 
composer and arranger, and the challenges of collaborative decision-making, 
as they compose and original song or copy a song of their choice with 
minimal intervention from their teacher. (Research Questions 1, 2, and 3) 
Perceive differently (critical objective) Students will come to respect the 
complexity of musical problems that composers and arrangers must solve 
and the musical decisions a creative team must make when engaged in the 
creation of a new song or the making of a cover arrangement. (Research 
Questions 2 and 3) 
Materials: Keyboard, laptop computer, headphones, percussion instruments, guitar, 
pencil and paper. 
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PRESCRIBE 
(during the lesson) 
Partner (Honor THEIR world by beginning with an experience students bring to the 
classroom. Include time for collaboration through sharing and dialogue.) 
Prior to class (at the end of the second lesson) the teacher and students discussed 
the idea of a composing project for the last lesson. Some of the students asked if they 
could copy a song of their choice instead because they did not feel they had enough 
time to complete the composing project. The teacher and students decided that the 
students could choose to either compose an original song or copy a popular song. 
(Research Question 1) 
Present: (Sequence of the lesson steps. Take the learning from THEIR world to the 
world of the classroom. Present the information and allow time for students to 
practice. Engage critical thinking, problem posing and problem solving.) 
Students will put themselves in groups of four and gather in front of workstations 
that include, keyboard, laptop computer, speakers and headphones. Students will 
have access to various percussion instruments and a guitar if needed. 
For those groups composing a song, the groups will brainstorm different creative 
ideas on the instruments provided. Teacher poses the following problem: 1. How do 
you compose a song? 2. What steps will you take in composing a song? 3. What role 
will everyone have in composing and playing the song? (Research Question 1 and 2) 
For those groups copying a song, students will listen to various songs on their iPods 
and brainstorm different ideas for a song to copy. Teacher poses the following 
problem: 1. How will you decide what song to copy? 2. What will your process entail 
in copying a song? 3. How will you decide the instrumentation of the song? 4. What 
role will everyone in the group have in figuring out the song? How will you work 
together in figuring out the song? (Research Question 1) 
All groups will prepare either their original or copied song to perform the class. 
The teacher will provide individual instruction to each group as needed. The teacher 
will coach each group as questions arise and the teacher will help each group attain 
the skills needed to copy the songs of their choice. (Research Questions 1 and 2) 
Students will learn different songs and styles. Students will learn varying degrees in 
relation to song structure, writing a melody, creating a chord progression, key 
signatures, and rhythmic complexity depending on the needs of each group. 
(Research Questions 1 and 2) 
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Personalize: (Make the learning personal to the student. Provide opportunities for 
creativity and for students to be musicians. Encourage creativity and innovation.) 
Over the course of three classes, students will create an original song or copy the 
recording of a popular song and prepare to perform their choice for the class. 
(Research Question 3) 
Perform: (Communicate and share the new learning through performance 
demonstration or exhibition.) 
Each group performs their original or copied song for the class and their classmates 
will offer feedback to their peers. After all the groups perform, the class will gather 
in a circle and offer their feedback on this lesson. (Research Questions 1, 2, and 3) 
Assessment: 
PROCESS 
(after the lesson) 
Formative -By observing the students throughout the process, the teacher 
monitors ongoing learning. (Research Question 1) 
Summative- By creating and copying a song of their choice, students 
demonstrate sophisticated musical skills and competencies. (Research 
Question 1 and 2) 
Integrative- By answering questions asked by the teacher, students acquire 
the data to answer the focusing question (Research Question 1). Students 
ensure that each arrangement represents the collaborative efforts of the 
group. In addition, the groups submit their original song or copy to the 
teacher and share with other members of the class when they feel it 
represents what the group intends and presents each student's world view in 
a coherent manner (Research Questions 1, 2, and 3). Creating or copying of a 
song of their choice was a catalyst to nurture and empower emerging 
musicianship and change student and teacher perceptions of their musical 
self (Research Question 3). 
Lesson Plan Format© Frank Abrahams, 2011. 
Used with Permission. 
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